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l Research Objectives and Strategy
1 Introduction and Aims
1.1 Archaeological work in Syria
Apart from Layard's work at Arban/TeH 'Agaga on the Khabur in 1850 (Layard 1853) and
that of Henderson, Hogarth and Woolley at Carchemish between 1879 and 1920 (Hogarth
1914; Woolley 1921), archaeology in Syria started at the beginning of this century with the
work of Von Oppenheim at Tell Halaf (field campaigns in 1899, 1911-13, 1927-29; Von
Oppenheim 1931) and Woolley at Yunus (1912-13; Woolley 1934). In the 1920s
archaeological exploration intensified due to the work of colonial officials, chance finds
and a growing awareness of the region's importance in relation to Mesopotamia. Since
then Syria has been the focus of much archaeological research (for a detailed overview see
e.g. Matthiae 1977). However, despite a century of archaeology in Syria, it is hard to find a
region explored systematically; in most cases research has been restricted to individual
sites, studied separately in their regional context and thus representing more or less
isolated phenomena. Comparisons for these can only be found at great distances. This at
once involves the danger of overgeneralisation and of overlooking any regional variations.
A noteworthy exception to this site-bound approach is the work by the Braidwoods in the
plain of Antioch (Amuq) in western Syria, which has provided a lengthy regional
sequence. Since its publication in 1960 it has constituted the basic chronological
framework for northern Syria (Braidwood and Braidwood 1960; see also Watson 1965). In
the absence of any other regionally-based study, virtually all prehistoric work in Syria
relies upon the Amuq time scheme for comparative purposes in one way or another. It
should, however, be kept in mind that the Antioch plain is a Levantine region, bounded
by mountains and ecologically very different from the regions found further east (the
Jezirah), and therefore not necessarily representative of Syria as a whole. Moreover, the
Amuq project is mainly of interest for chronological aims and artefactual developments
while its importance for cultural studies of a society's social and organisational aspects is
much smaller on account of the small areas excavated.
Apart from the current emphasis on single-site archaeology (changing slightly since
the 1960s due to dam construction in the Euphrates and the Khabur, which lead to
concentrations of rescue operations in narrowly circumscribed areas), archaeological work
in Syria, as in the neighbouring countries, is characterised by a predominant interest in
cultural developments in historical and proto-historical periods (i.e. the 3rd millennium
and later). Truly prehistoric research has been carried out on a limited scale only. In most
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cases, moreover, prehistoric remains have been the accidental by-product of fieldwork
pursuing other objectives. Additionally, as regards excavation, the scale of most fieldwork
is limited. Consequently, prehistoric levels have been touched upon mainly in deep but
usually narrow soundings, in test trenches or in small-scale rescue excavations. There are
some exceptions (for example, Abu Hureyra and Bouqras), but these large-scale projects
constitute by far a minority. It is therefore not surprising to find that our present insight
into north Syrian prehistory is highly fragmentary and that we have a poor understanding
of any process of cultural development in this region.
1.2 The Balikh Valley Prehistoric Project
The present study was designed to shed some light on the nature of prehistoric human
occupation in the Balikh valley of northern Syria, and in a more general way on that of
Syria and adjacent regions as a whole. The choice of the Balikh area for investigation was
arbitrary, as this study was originally started as a sideline of the University of
Amsterdam's archaeological project at Tell Hammam et-Turkman on the Balikh. At this
site, large-scale excavations have been undertaken since 1981. This project was originally
set up for wholly different purposes than those mentioned here. At Tell Hammam
et-Turkman, the main emphasis has been on the investigation of the second millennium
(Middle Bronze Age) layers present at the site, although considerable attention has been
given to the lower, prehistoric levels as well (Van Loon 1982,1983,1985; Van Loon, ed.,
1988; Van Loon and Meijer 1983; Akkermans 1988b, 1988c, 1988d). As a member of the
team working at Tell Hammam et-Turkman, my attention was drawn to the abundant and
largely unstudied occurrence of prehistoric remains in the Balikh valley and its
possibilities for prehistoric investigation on a regional scale. The valley is rather narrow
and, in general, clearly bordered by Pleistocene terraces circumscribing a largely
homogeneous geographical and ecological unit (Mulders 1969; Boerma 1988a). The eastern
and southern limits of the valley and its associated pattern of inhabitation are rather
well-defined, but in a western and particularly northern direction its limits are much more
arbitrary. Thus, towards the west, there is the narrow valley of the wadi Qaramokh, which
as a tributary of the river Balikh is directly connected to the Balikh valley (see Fig. 1.1) and
which will no doubt display numerous cultural affiliations to the latter area. However,
apart from the mere observation that numerous tells can be found here, the Qaramokh is
virtually unknown archaeologically speaking (for a short survey account of two tells in the
Qaramokh region, see Cordoba 1988). In a northern direction, the Syro-Turkish border
bounds our area of investigation, although beyond it the Balikh valley opens into the wide
plain of Harran and Urfa, again littered by ancient but unstudied sites (the only exception
being the large sites of Harran and Sultantepe; Lloyd and Brice 1951; Lloyd and Gökce
1953; Lloyd 1954; Prag 1970).
Due to its central geographical position in Syria, the Balikh valley was of great
importance in terms of communication and cultural interaction in many periods. On the
one hand, the valley forms a natural north-south route of contact between the Turkish
hinterland and the Syrian Euphrates region, whereas, on the other hand, the southern
fringe of the dry-farming zone which" crosses it, is part of the east-west passage between
the Levant and Mesopotamia (Mallowan 1946:115; Copeland 1979:253). For example, in
the late 4th millennium B.C. small Uruk settlements were founded in the Balikh valley,
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strategically located in the vicinity of large, locally developed Late Chalcoli thic settlements
and forming part of a chain of Uruk tradeposts or caravanserais, linking the Uruk centres
of Habuba Kabira or Jebel Aruda along the Euphrates with settlements like Arslantepe in
the Turkish piedmont (Algaze 1986:37ff, 1989; Akkermans 1988d:318-321). Texts found at
ancient Mari and Kanesh/Kultepe indicate that over a millennium later Syria, including
the Balikh valley, was part of a widespread network of economic and political relations.
An itinerary from the 18th century B.C. describes the road and stations followed by
soldiers, perhaps accompanying merchants, from Larsa in southern Iraq, up along the
Tigris, through the northern Jezirah and then south along the Balikh to Emar/Meskene in
central Syria, the latter site being the Euphrates river port of the kingdom of Aleppo
(Goetze 1953, 1964; Hallo 1964; actually, this text, among others, directly underlays the
excavations at Tell Hammam et-Turkman on the Balikh; see Van Loon 1982:33-34). These
examples demonstrate that in various periods the Balikh valley was of crucial importance
in terms of passage, although at other times, and due to changes in economic and political
constellations, the region suffered serious setbacks. Thus, by the end of the 17th century
A.D. the valley was seriously depopulated due to heavy taxation and Bedouin raids
(Lewis 1988:687), and Eduard Sachau, travelling through the valley in 1879, noted: "Ich
habe mehrfach Bauern des Belikh-Thals gefragt, ob sie den Weg vom Belikh zum Khabur
kennten, und aus ihren Antworten entnommen, dass zwischen diesen beiden Flüssen
nicht der geringste Verkehr existiert Ueber jene gänzlich unbekannte Landschaft wussten
sie nicht die mindeste Auskunft zu geben; dort sei nichts als Ec-cöl, die Wüste, was doch
in dieser Allgemeinheit nicht richtig sein kann" (Sachau 1883:241).
Human settlement in the Balikh valley has a long history. The Pleistocene terraces
bordering the Balikh flood plain have yielded traces of Palaeolithic occupation near Jisr
Chnine in the southern part of the valley (Cauvin 1970; Hours 1979), but the most
numerous remains of human occupation date from the Holocene period in the flood plain
itself. Lorraine Copeland already considered the valley to be of great importance during
the 7th to 4th millennia B.C. (Copeland 1979,1982), and during our 1983 Balikh survey we
found ample evidence to support her view (Akkermans 1984 and forthcoming; see also
chapter 5). However, little is known about the nature of the earliest settlements in the area
and about their relationships with contemporary sites in other regions. Consequently, our
general research objectives are directed towards the acquisition of information bearing on
these items. Le. the construction of a regional chronological framework, the
typochronology of artefacts and the reconstruction of ancient settlement and subsistence
modes. In broad terms the period between ca. 7500 and 4500 B.C. is involved.
1.3 Research objectives: the Halaf problem
In a more narrow sense, our research interests concern the nature and development of
Halaf society in the Balikh area, i.e. the later stages of the Neolithic1 (traditionally dated
Halaf is commonly said to be part of the Chalcolithic, this on the basis of the painted pottery and the
(sparse) occurrence of metal. However, in this study I argue that Halaf very closely adheres to earlier
Neolithic society and therefore should be considered as part of the Neolithic.
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between 5500-4500 B.C, but see chapter 4). For a long period of time, and first on the basis
of the excavations at Tell Halaf and Arpachiyah in the 1920s and 1930s, Halaf has been
recognised as a distinct cultural complex, at first defined by its handsome painted pottery,
circular buildings (the so-called tholoi) and a variety of characteristic beads, amulets and
figurines (see e.g. Perkins 1949; LeBlanc and Watson 1973; Mellaart 1975; Watson 1983). In
contrast with earlier, pre-Halaf Neolithic occupation in Syria and surrounding countries
which, at least for their material culture, seem to be characterised by strongly locally
bound traits distributed over restricted areas, Halaf cultural features spread within a
presumably rather short time over the northern portion of the Fertile Crescent, thus
representing the first widespread cultural horizon in the Near East (LeBlanc and Watson
1973:117). In terms of social interaction and organisation, an increasingly complex society
is assumed (Redman 1978:199), and as such the Halaf period may have been of great
importance as an intermediate stage between village economies and early state formation.
As already stressed by Watson and LeBlanc (in press), the question then immediately
arises which mechanisms underlie this unparalleled wide distribution. Leaving the
question of Halaf origins aside, the migration or movement of Halaf populations is
suggested for some regions (e.g. Davidson 1977), whereas for othar areas trade or
diffusion of Halafian traits is thought to be a more appropriate explanation (Perkins
1949:44-45; Braidwood and Braidwood 1960:137ff; Mellaart 1970:277; Thuesen 1988:187).
Associated with these questions concerning distribution and ethnicity, the level of
Halafian social and political organisation has to be taken into account. Using a sometimes
vague, ill-defined terminology, some workers suggest that Halaf society was organised at
the level of tribes (e.g. Hijara 1980), whereas others assume low-level chiefdoms (e.g.
Watson and LeBlanc 1973, in press). In northern Mesopotamia true indications of a
stratified society, associated with the rise of temple economies, local elites and inequal
access to power and resources, are found in the later 4th millennium, although in southern
Mesopotamia this process may already have started at a much earlier date, viz. around the
middle of the 5th millennium B.C. (see e.g. Adams 1981; Akkermans 1989b). As for Syria,
it is the accepted view that complex and stratified society started to emerge in the late 4th
millennium, whereas earlier societies are mainly pictured as largely autonomous and
egalitarian communities, or as peripheral offshoots of Mesopotamian civilisation (as for
the latter see, for example, Mallowan 1946:115). Whether or not the process of social
stratification, ultimately contributing to early state formation, began earlier is a subject for
much debate. Mellaart, for example, has recently argued that 6th millennium Catal
Hüyük, situated in the Konya plain of Anatolia, shows evidence of a much more complex
society than currently accepted, and he also suggests, although less explicitly, that this
may hold for some Halaf sites as well (Mellaart 1987). Late 6th millennium Samarra
society of Mesopotamia is another commonly used example of cultural development
beyond the level of 'egalitarian' and 'tribal' organisation in prehistoric times (see e.g.
Flannery 1972a:403; Redman 1978:206).
When reviewing the literature, it immediately appears that serious deficiencies in
the understanding of Halaf society occur at virtually every level of investigation. Not only
are the origins and chronological positioning of Halaf society poorly understood, but any
interpretation of economic or social organisation hardly goes beyond the level of sheer
speculation either. Any insight into Halaf society is severely restricted by the fragmentary
or biased nature of our present data. Various reasons underlie this incomplete record,
most of which are inherent in archaeological work in progress (particularly if we take into
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account the extremely large area that is involved). From a geographical point of view,
Halaf sites are found along the northern fringes of the Fertile Crescent, from the Zagros of
northeastern Iraq, through northern Syria and southeastern Turkey to the gates of
Anatolia (i.e. an area having an east-west length of about 1000 km). In Turkey, Halaf sites
have been reported as far north as lake Van and the Keban region, whereas in
Mesopotamia these sites appear as far south as the Hamrin and Mandali areas
(north-south distance about 600 km).
Our first knowledge of Halaf material culture resulted from the soundings at
Yunus/Carchemish by Woolley in 1912-1913 and from the excavations at Tell Halaf by
Von Oppenheim between 1911 and 1929 but, until recently, the most substantial body of
information on Halaf stemmed from Mallowan's excavations at Arpachiyah (Woolley
1934; Von Oppenheim and Schmidt 1943; Mallowan and Rose 1935). After Mallowan's
pioneering work at Arpachiyah, for a long time only few excavations were carried out
which focused on the Halaf period (here we may point, for example, to Banahilk,
excavated in the early 1950s; see Watson 1983). In recent years, however, there seems to be
a growing interest in Halaf society. A number of new excavations in Iraq, Turkey and
Syria have yielded a wealth of data on Halaf material culture and settlement organisation.
For Iraq we may point, for example, to the re-excavation of Arpachiyah (Hijara 1980) and
to the large-scale Russian excavations at Yarim Tepe u and Yarim Tepe IH (see e.g.
Merpert and Munchaev 1969 and their later reports in Sumer). For Turkey we may refer to
Gerikihaciyan (Watson and LeBlanc 1973, in press) and Çavi Tarlasi (Von Wickede 1984;
Von Wickede and Misir 1985; Von Wickede and Herbordt 1988), and for Syria we may
mention Tell Aqab (Davidson and Watkins 1981), Shams ed-Din (Azoury et al. 1980) and
Umm Qseir (Hole and Johnson 1986/87).
Leaving aside the largely unstratified material from the excavations at Yunus and
Tell Halaf in the first decades of this century, archaeological work on Halaf on a
meaningful, scientific basis started in the 1930s. Nevertheless, in spite of over 50 years of
Halaf research, it is frustrating to see how little is actually known about Halaf society, and
how little progress has been made in terms of interpretation and evaluation since
Mallowan's excavation at Arpachiyah in 1931-32. Virtually all research relies upon
Mallowan's results in one way or another, and occasionally one cannot escape the
uncomfortable feeling of resignation among archaeologists, implying that little can be
added to Mallowan's findings or, in other words, that 'everything has already been said'.
It must be stressed that I do not intend to criticise or to minimise the importance of
Mallowan's findings at Arpachiyah in this study. Indeed, Arpachiyah is one of the few
investigated sites which have shown a lengthy sequence of occupation, and it is as such of
the utmost importance, particularly for chronological studies. This gains even more
importance when considering the fact that most other excavated sites seem to be of rather
short duration, thereby making any chronological positioning difficult. However, I do
want to criticise the commonly held view that the Arpachiyah sequence, and implicitly its
cultural evolution, holds for all Halaf sites in all regions, and can be transferred without
further questioning from one region to another. Thomas Davidson, for example, in his
1977 dissertation on regional variation of Halaf ceramics wholly relies upon the
Arpachiyah chronology and associated ceramic typology, simply noting that Mallowan's
division seems 'meaningful' (Davidson 1977:26), and he subsequently applies it in a
simplified form to Halaf sites all over the Near East. His excavations at the site of Tell
Aqab are also wholly analysed in terms of the Arpachiyah sequence instead of first
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presenting the site in its own right. Obviously, circular reasoning and self-confirmative
results are inevitable in this way.
Apart from the above, various other reasons account for the limited understanding
of Halaf society at present. Firstly, only little research has been undertaken aimed
deliberately at Halaf society and in most cases Halaf material has been the accidental
by-product of fieldwork pursuing other objectives. Secondly, the scale and intensity of
most excavations and surveys is limited. So far, Halaf remains have mainly been retrieved
from deep soundings and test trenches (as, for example, at Chagar Bazar), or small-scale
rescue excavations (e.g. Shams ed-Din, Umm Qseir). Thirdly, and associated with the first
reason, vast regions of the Near East have hardly been investigated. Whereas some areas,
like the Mosul region of northern Iraq, have witnessed a certain concentration of research,
others are largely neglected. Fourthly, as mentioned before, fieldwork is in most cases
site-oriented, i.e. single sites are chosen for investigation and thereby isolated from their
immediate regional context. TCey-sites' are thus produced which are considered to be
representative for a specific region. Any regional, intersite relation and variability is
largely neglected. Finally, site reports (particularly those of the early days of Near Eastern
archaeology) are often inadequate, due to the techniques of excavation and data
processing, the often selective study (e.g. emphasis on fine, painted pottery) or the highly
generalised presentation of results which mostly omits the details.
At present, our prehistoric investigations in the Balikh valley focus on chronology,
settlement organisation and ecology of local Halaf society. More specifically, our project
should deal with the following problems:
1 The date and the nature of the introduction of Halaf culture in the Balikh valley. When
does Halaf appear in this region? Is Halaf a foreign or an indigenous development here?
2 The duration of Halaf occupation in the Balikh valley (i.e. the construction of a local
chronology). Are there any indications as to the development of a local Halaf?
How does Halaf in the Balikh valley relate to Halaf in other regions?
3 The relationship between the individual settlement and the overall settlement system.
Which variables underlie the location and role of a settlement? Are there any 'central
places', fulfilling some kind of regional service function?
4 The nature and extent of the various Halaf settlements. Are there any indications of
long-term, permanent occupation or, in contrast, of short-term and perhaps seasonal
occupation? Are there any clues as to the size of the population per settlement and for
the Balikh valley as a whole during Halaf times?
5 The relationship between the individual settlement, the overall settlement system and
the natural environment Which subsistence economy and subsistence strategies
underlie Halaf society? Which variables of ecological nature underlie the choice of
settlement location? Which ecological variables define the socio-economic function of
a settlement?
1.4 Research strategy
In attempting to answer the questions just raised, a regional study was set up, consisting
of a combined programme of survey and excavation. Earlier archaeological work in the
Balikh valley (Mallowan 1946; Cauvin 1972; Copeland 1979, 1982) had given a broad
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outline of what could be expected in the region, and initially based upon these studies our
own research was planned. In the absence of any sound and regionally founded
archaeological framework of classification and interpretation, our basic interests
concerned artefact typology and chronology in its widest sense; it was felt that only when
these matters were better understood, work could proceed at a higher level, i.e. at the
stage of organisation of prehistoric settlement and, ultimately, of prehistoric society.
Evidently, any regional project is one of long duration, and ours is no exception to this
rule. It must be stressed that the present study intends to be a first detailed evaluation of
the prehistoric research in the Balikh valley, relying upon the results of the initial stage of
our investigations in the region and as such far from complete. Ongoing fieldwork will no
doubt alter many of the views held at present.
Following Flannery (1976), work generally proceeds at various, spatially and
hierarchically organised levels of analysis, viz. (1) the household, being the basic level of
domestic occupation, and which in a practical sense includes the study of single houses
and associated features or activity areas, (2) the community, consisting of the site-bound
aggregate of households and its immediate surroundings, and (3) the region, defined in
geographical, ecological and/or social terms, and constituting the overall framework of
settlement organisation. Evidently, these levels of analysis are conceptual units to begin
with, interacting at all stages and, consequently, without any sharply defined boundaries.
In addition, refinement of the analysis can be envisaged at all levels. It must be
remembered that our analysis is restricted to a part (i.e. the Balikh basin proper) of a more
extensive drainage network, starting in the region around the city of Urfa in Turkey; in
this sense, one might argue that our work already takes place at a micro-regional level.
Further subdivisions are induced by local ecological and social determinants. Thus, in the
case of the Balikh valley proper, the regional level in its widest sense is defined by its
geographical boundaries, but in a more narrowly defined manner the southern part of the
valley differs from the northern half in ecological terms, which affects settlement and
related modes of subsistence in many aspects. Within this ecological zonation, social units
or polities may divide the valley in coherently organised regional units.
1.4.1 The survey
The first stage of the fieldwork consisted of a survey of the Balikh valley, carried out in the
autumn of 1983. It goes without saying that any regional analysis cannot succeed without
an insight into location, chronology and nature of settlement. On the basis of surface
collections and other indications, we tried to work out an inventory of ancient occupation
and related artefact assemblages, and their associated chronological assignment As
regards the chronology, the existing frameworks of cultural and chronological
development in northern Syria and adjacent regions (Braidwood and Braidwood 1960;
Watson 1965; Porada 1965) were used to begin with, but it was soon felt that none of these
frameworks could simply be imposed upon the Balikh region, without further
questioning; in combination with environmental circumstances and geographical location,
the Balikh basin in many aspects gave evidence of specific, locally-bound traits on the one
hand, whereas, on the other hand, the valley incorporated numerous influences from other
regions. In this respect, the need for excavation was strongly felt, apart from the fact that
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most of our research interests depended upon investigation at the site-level. Therefore, one
of the additional objectives of the 1983 survey was to select sites for further fieldwork.
The field reconnaissance was specifically aimed at the recovery of early village sites, but
sites from later periods were not excluded. In total over 200 sites were found, ranging in
date from the early Neolithic period until the late Middle Ages (Akkermans 1984). In
general, the prehistoric sites are distributed in a linear pattern along the Balikh and its
wadis. Occasionally they appear in clusters (for a preliminary account, see Akkermans
1989f). An astonishingly large number of prehistoric sites appeared in this narrowly
defined area: we found at least 21 sites dating from the 7th and early 6th millennia B.C.,
about 27 Halaf sites (late 6th and early 5th millenium) and about 15 Ubaid-related sites
(later 5th and early 4th millennium), some of them very large. The survey will be treated in
more detail in chapter 5.
1.42 The excavations
As will be clear from the preceding paragraphs, excavations at selected sites in the Balikh
valley are of the utmost importance for us in order to meet our research goals. Whereas
the survey provided a first insight into the nature of settlements and their overall role in
the regional settlement system, further excavations will allow a detailed and
chronologically defined evaluation of the layout and functioning of sites. In an ideal
situation, the selection of sites for excavation purposes involves a careful adjustment of
research objectives and survey results, but in daily practice numerous constraints are felt,
like funds, manpower and licenses required for excavation. Until now, the University of
Amsterdam Archaeological Mission has been licensed to carry out excavations at four sites
in the Balikh valley: Tell Hammam et-Turkman, Tell Damishliyya, Tell Sabi Abyad and
Khirbet esh-Shenef. These sites are all located in an area of 5x5 km in the northern part of
the valley, near the modern village of Hammam et-Turkman. Whereas there can be no
doubt that excavations in other parts of the basin would greatly contribute to our project
by refining its outcome on a micro-regional level, it is assumed that the current
excavations are, for the larger part, representative for the valley as a whole. The reasons
for this are twofold: (1) within the 5x5 km area, sites of various sizes, chronological
positioning and, presumably, functioning are present, and (2) as for our specific interests
in Halaf society, settlement seems to be largely confined to a specific ecological zone (the
dry-farming region), of which the 5x5 km area forms a part. All excavated sites yielded
prehistoric remains, ranging in date from the 7th and 6th millennia (Damishliyya and Sabi
Abyad) to the 5th and 4th millennia (Damishliyya pits, Khirbet esh-Shenef and Hammam
et-Turkman).
At Tell Hammam et-Turkman, the 5th and 4th millennium layers were unearthed in
a deep, stepped trench on the east slope of the mound. On the basis of the pottery
recovered in a stratigraphie context, we were able to set up a lengthy and uninterrupted
sequence of Northern Ubaid-related and Late Chalcolithic ceramic development at the site
(Akkermans 1988b, 1988c, 1988d). This sequence allows a firm dating of the later
prehistoric ceramics (and, consequently, of sites) found during the 1983 survey. Tell
Hammam et-Turkman must have been one of the major centres of occupation in the Balikh
valley from at least the early 5th millennium onwards.
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Contour map of the area west of Tell Sabi Abyad and the location of Halaf sites in
the immédiate surroundings of the site
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Tell Damishliyya is situated on the west bank of the river Balikh, close to Tell Hammam
et-Turkman. Although originally chosen for excavation at a later stage, work was actually
started here owing to the imminent destruction of the site by irrigation practices and the
building of houses. On the basis of surface finds, it was expected that Damishliyya had
been a small, permanently inhabited Halaf settlement dating from the first half of the 5th
millennium B.C., but small-scale excavations in the autumn of 1984 showed that Halaf
settlement at the site had been restricted to a very small area only. There are some
indications that Tell Damishliyya may at this time have served as a seasonal camp site,
repeatedly visited for a short time over a number of years (Akkermans 1986/87,1988a; see
chapter 3). On the whole, the excavations yielded an interesting sequence of Pre-Pottery
Neolithic levels covered by Pottery Neolithic layers, all dating from the late 7th
millennium and early 6th millennium B.C The ceramics from the later levels at the site
showed a close resemblance to those found earlier by J. Cauvin at Tell Assouad, situated
only about 12 km north of Damishliyya (Cauvin 1972). Tell Damishliyya represents a small
Neolithic settlement, covering about 0.4 ha. Small villages or hamlets like Damishliyya are
distributed throughout the Balikh valley. The site was probably deserted around 5700
B.C., and reinhabited after a hiatus of about a millennium in the Halaf period.
At Tell Sabi Abyad excavations were undertaken in the spring of 1986 and in the
autumn of 1988 (Akkermans 1987a, 1987b; Akkermans, ed., 1989). This site was selected
for excavation for several reasons. The main reasons were (1) that from survey evidence
we thought that Sabi Abyad might represent a permanently occupied and central Halaf
settlement, surrounded by a number of smaller 'satellites', and perhaps fulfilling a kind of
local service function, and (2) that surface evidence suggested that Halaf remains could
easily be reached here. So far, the excavations have yielded a highly interesting sequence
of mid-6th millennium levels of occupation, termed 'Late Neolithic' in my earlier reports
(but see chapter 4), and followed, without any hiatus, by later 6th millennium or early
Halaf strata. The earlier Neolithic remains at Sabi Abyad are no doubt of younger date
than those excavated at the nearby sites of Damishliyya or Assouad. Tell Sabi Abyad
seems to have been inhabited throughout the 6th millennium B.C. Some sherds found on
the surface of the site and closely resembling the ceramics from Damishliyya and Assouad
suggest that earlier (i.e. late 7th millennium) layers may be found here, as well, but we
cannot yet prove a continuous occupation from the 7th into the 6th millennium. It has
been suggested that as a result of increasing desiccation, the Balikh valley was deserted in
the early 6th millennium B.C. (Copeland 1979:268-69); we expect, however, that future
field work at Sabi Abyad will yield definite evidence for the non-existence of such a gap in
this area. Occupation may have contracted to several sites only, but the valley as a whole
seems not to have been completely deserted (Akkermans 19890.
Finally, soundings were laid out in 1988 at the small Halaf site of Khirbet esh-Shenef,
situated about three kilometres south of Sabi Abyad (Akkermans and Teeu wisse, in prep.).
Originally, Khirbet esh-Shenef was thought to have been one of the 'satellites' of Sabi
Abyad, but it soon appeared that the site was of much later date than Sabi Abyad; at the
time when Khirbet esh-Shenef was founded, occupation at Sabi Abyad seems already to
have come to an end. Halaf settlement at Khirbet esh-Shenef was of short duration, as only
two phases of occupation are present (the later level of occupation divided from the lower
by means of an erosion phase, representing a short-term gap in settlement).
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2 Previous Prehistoric Investigations in the Balikh Valley
In Syrian archaeology, the Balikh valley has been terra incognita for a long time. In 1879, the
German explorer Eduard Sachau travelled through the region, on his way from Harran to
Raqqa, and noted a number of occupation mounds both on the east and the west bank of
the river (Sachau 1883). In these days, apart from some mud-brick structures near 'Ain
al-'Arous, only villages of tents were found along the Balikh (ibid.:230ff; see also Lewis
1988:688). These tent villages were either permanently or seasonally occupied, and their
inhabitants were involved, on the one hand, in pastoral nomadism, and, on the other
hand, in irrigation agriculture. The Balikh plain was intersected by numerous natural and
artificial channels, and rice or wheat was grown in small plots. More than 40 years later, in
1925, W.F. Albright visited the valley and reported on painted pottery found at Tell
Zaidan (situated near the old confluence of Balikh and Euphrates) and at Tell as-Saman
(near the modem village of the same name in the middle Balikh region). He suggested a
close resemblance between the Balikh painted pottery and that of the southern
Mesopotamian sites of Tell al-Ubaid and Eridu (Albright 1926), a view which in the light
of present-day knowledge needs some modification (cf. Akkermans 1988b, 1988c).
In the late 1930s Mallowan came to the valley after having completed his excavations
at Tell Brak in northeastern Syria (Mallowan 1946). In a six-week season Mallowan carried
out soundings at five sites in the middle and upper Balikh region, viz. Tells Mefesh,
Aswad, Sahlan, Jidle and Ibn esh-Shehab (the latter site is also named Tell Hammam' by
Mallowan but should not be confused with Tell Hammam et-Turkman, situated about 20
km south of Mallowan's site and recently excavated by the University of Amsterdam's
Archaeological Mission). Apart from Mefesh, situated in the middle Balikh region near the
confluence of the Balikh and its main tributary Wadi Qaramokh, all sites are located in the
northern part of the Balikh valley, close to the Syro-Turkish border. Mallowan considered
the valley to be a malaria-ridden, cultural backwater, far behind Mesopotamia and "likely
to have kept within its confines only the more primitive and least enterprising forms of
society - the overflow perhaps from the more prosperous parts of Syria - or transient
peoples from the hills seeking new abodes, possibly also a nucleus of political refugees
and displaced persons seeking refuge in the comparative obscurity of these inaccessible
marshlands" (Mallowan 1946:115). Mallowan's view seems to be based less upon his
excavation results in the valley than upon mere impressions and prejudices, the absence of
truly large sites when compared with the Khabur region and northern Mesopotamia (his
main areas of interest), and the emphasis placed in his days upon Mesopotamia as the
centre of civilisation. In the light of our current research, and when viewed in its proper,
regional context, the Balikh valley is a far from marginal zone.
At Tells Sahlan and Jidle occupation levels were unearthed which range in time from
the early 3rd millennium to the Roman-Byzantine period, and which are therefore of little
interest for the present study. Truly prehistoric remains were found in small trenches at
Tell Mefesh and Tell Aswad, whereas flint implements closely resembling those of Aswad
were also found at Ibn esh-Shehab, but apparently in a disturbed context (ibid:138). At
Mefesh, traces of a rectangular building appeared, built of rather large mud bricks. Near
this structure a number of circular 'corn bins' were uncovered, also built of mud bricks
(ibid.:126). Ubaid-related pottery was found in association with these architectural
remains. Mallowan considered these ceramics to be of a "hybrid' nature: although clearly
of Ubaid derivation, they showed Halaf influence (ibid.:128-29). On the top of the mound
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at Tell Aswad, Mallowan found traces of a rectangular building which he considered to
belong to the Halaf period. On the basis of an ox skull found across the threshold of a
doorway, he suggested that this building might have served as a shrine (ibid.:124).
Mallowan's excavations will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3.
For a long time, Mallowan's soundings have remained the only source of
archaeological information for the Balikh area. In 1954, Dossin and Rihaoui surveyed the
valley but, except for a short note on classical and Islamic occupation, no account of their
findings in the region is available CRihaoui 1969). In 1969 a French team directed by J.
Cauvin undertook a survey of the Balikh and the adjacent Jezirah regions (Cauvin 1970).
On the terraces bordering the Balikh flood plain near Jisr Chnine a number of Palaeolithic
sites were found. The lithic assemblages were of late Acheulean tradition but already
showed Levallois influence {Cauvin 1970; Malenfant 1976). In the Balikh valley itself only
a few places were visited by Cauvin, two of which had not been known before: Khirbet
al-Bassal and Tell Rijliye. Both sites yielded Halaf pottery on the surface. At Khirbet
al-Bassal older, brown-burnished pottery appeared as well, together with fragments of
stone vessels. The latter have been compared with examples from Jarmo (Cauvin
1970:287). Nevertheless, the site which apparently attracted Cauvin's attention most was
Tell Assouad (Mallowan's Aswad), for in 1970 a stepped trench was laid out on the
northern slope of the mound (Cauvin 1972). This sounding revealed a sequence of eight
Neolithic occupation levels, numbered I to Vul from top to base. Remarkably enough,
pottery appeared only in the lower levels VIE-Vu (on the basis of some radiocarbon dates
placed around 6600/6500 B.C.; Cauvin 1974), whereas the upper levels VI-I yielded no
ceramics at all. Another curious fact is that the Pottery Neolithic levels showed no traces of
architecture, whereas the Pre-Pottery Neolithic layers yielded mud-brick remains. It is,
however, doubtful whether these surprising finds from Assouad give a correct picture of
Neolithic developments at the site. The absence of pottery in the upper levels and of
architectural features in the lower levels is probably due to sampling procedures (Le Mière
1979:40). At Damishliyya, situated only about 12 km south of Tell Assouad, we found a
sequence of Pre-Pottery Neolithic and Pottery Neolithic layers, all marked by mud-brick
architecture but with pottery solely in the upper levels. These ceramics closely resemble
those of Assouad (see chapters 3 and 4). Halaf pottery was found by Cauvin only on the
surface of Tell Assouad. No such ceramics appeared in the trenches laid out and no link to
Mallowan's rectangular building of supposed Halafian date could be established.
Copeland (1979:269) has suggested that Mallowan's building in fact dated back to the 7th
millennium and was therefore older than the Halaf pottery found at the site (a view which
is also held here).
More recently, in 1978, a French-British team directed by P. Sardaville undertook a
survey of the Balikh area, the main objectives of which were to study the Quaternary
geology and Palaeolithic occupation of the lower Balikh and Middle Euphrates rivers.
Palaeolithic remains were found in the lower Balikh, in the same region from which
Cauvin, about 10 years earlier, had reported the presence of some late Acheulean sites
(Hours 1979). In the Holocene flood plain of the Balikh, a number of early sites were
visited, eight of which had been unknown before. These sites range in date from the late
7th to the early 4th millennium B.C., and are ascribed to two main phases, viz. the
Neolithic and the Chalcolithic, the latter distinguished from the former by the appearance
of painted pottery (Copeland 1979,1982). The Neolithic sites (Breilat and Mafraq Slouk)
are characterised by coarse pottery and flint and obsidian implements dating from the 7th
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and 6th millennia B.C., and partly comparable to those found in a stratified context at Tell
Assouad/Aswad and Damishliyya. Outside the Balikh valley, parallels can be found, for
example, at Abu Hureyra and Bouqras on the Euphrates. Halaf and Ubaid ceramics were
found at six other sites. Except for one place (Mounbatah), which is thought to have been
occupied throughout the whole Halaf period, the majority of the newly discovered sites is
considered to belong to the later part of the Halaf period or to a Halaf-Ubaid transitional
phase. The main importance of this 1978 survey is that it was the first which truly
acknowledged the importance of the Balikh valley in prehistoric times.
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2 The Natural Setting
1 Introduction
In recent years a number of studies on the geomorphological conditions and the landscape
of Syria have appeared, but most of these are of a general nature (Mirzayev 1963; Van
Liere 1964,1965; Ponomarev 1966; Oufland 1966). Only few studies are specifically aimed
at the natural conditions in the Balikh basin (Gibb 1967; Mulders 1969; Boerma 1988a). This
chapter intends to give a summarised description of the environmental setting of the
Balikh basin.
The Balikh basin is about 100 km long in a north-south direction and 1-12 km wide,
with an average width of 5 km. The valley is bounded by steep gravel terraces, and drops
almost 100 m between the main source of the Balikh near the Syro-Turkish border and its
debouchment into the Euphrates near Raqqa.
2 The Formation of the Balikh Valley
During the upper Miocene, northern Syria formed part of a vast lagoon stretching from
the Syrian plateau in the west to the Zagros mountains in the east. The lagoonal Miocene
sediments are part of the Pars series and can be subdivided into two facies, viz. the Lower
Pars and the Upper Pars. The former is predominant in the Balikh region and mainly
consists of massive beds of anhydrite and gypsum, interbedded with limestone, sandstone
and salt. The Upper Pars mainly comprises marl and sandstone with interbedded siltstone
(Van Liere 1960-61:41; Mulders 1969:36).
The northern part of the Balikh region consists of lower and middle Miocene strata,
raised as a result of the Tuwal al-Aba anticlinal uplift. The region south of this uplift is
part of the Miocene Euphrates depression (Mulders 1969:36). Various faults have
developed as a result of Neogene-Quaternary depressions, of which the Euphrates
depression is one of the most important. Tectonic movements along this deep fault have
determined the course of the Euphrates valley as we can see it nowadays.
The oldest component of the north Syrian topography is the plateau, which is a
lower Pleistocene denudation plain intersected by alluvial-filled drainage networks, one of
which is the Balikh basin. The denudation plain gradually merges into the various valleys.
The actual Balikh valley was formed at the beginning of the upper Pleistocene. Originally,
the Balikh in its lower course flowed to the west, following the Wadi al-Fayd into the
Euphrates valley. As a result of tectonic movements along the Euphrates fault at the end of
the upper Pleistocene, the Balikh changed its course to the east, thereby cutting through
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Pleistocene Euphrates terraces and taking its present course. In this lower part, the valley
has a narrow width. Generally, the Balikh flood plain is about 4 to 6 km wide. More or less
at the confluence of the old and recent Balikh the valley widens into a broad plain but near
the village of Hazimeh it narrows considerably to a width of hardly 1 km. The valley is
bordered here by steep terraces rising to a height of 10-30 m. The flood plain itself is
marked by medium shallow soils. Deeper soils, probably deposits of the Euphrates, occur
in the fan-shaped mouth of the Balikh basin into the Euphrates valley. Mulders (1969:48)
considered this region near the modern city of Raqqa to represent an old meander of the
Euphrates but recent research around Tell Bi'a has shown that karstic movements caused
the present-day, funnel-shaped appearance. Subterranean dissolvement and subsequent
collapse of lower Pleistocene stone formations led to the crumbling and subsidence of later
Euphrates deposits, resulting in basins without drainage or depressions at the surface, to
be gradually filled in with aeolic deposits and erosion materials from the nearby
Euphrates terraces and much sought after for agricultural purposes (Schirmer 1987:70).
The Balikh valley proper consists of Holocene alluvial deposits, representing the first
Balikh terrace (BTl). This terrace has a thickness of about 5-10 m and consists mainly of
brown loams, intersected with sandy loams and clay layers. Virtually all ancient
settlements in the Balikh region are situated on this Holocene terrace.
In its lower part, the valley is bordered by lower to upper Pleistocene Euphrates
terraces. Parts of an upper Pleistocene Balikh terrace (BT2) are found along the western
border of the more northern part of the valley. This terrace is about 5 m thick and consists
of gravel underlain by gypsum and limestone. It lies about 5 to 25 m above the Holocene
terrace BTl.
The middle Balikh flood plain is bordered in the east by an extensive gypsum
plateau rising up to 20 m above the plain. The gypsum region is heavily intersected by
some wide but mostly small, shallow karst valleys and wadis draining the area mainly
from east to west. In the south the gypsum is overlain by lower Pleistocene Euphrates
deposits, whereas to the north of the gypsum region a vast, slightly folded limestone
massif is present, deeply dissected in Pleistocene times. Marls and limestone also
predominate the plateau bordering the plain to the west (see Fig. 2.1).
3 The Soilscapes of the Balikh Valley
Two different soilscapes, each defined by parent materials, relief, hydrology and
vegetation, can be distinguished in the Balikh region, viz. (1) the Holocene Balikh valley
proper, and (2) the undulating plateaus bordering the plain (Gibb 1967; Mulders 1969;
Boerma 1988a).
3.1 The valley
The soils of the Balikh valley are generally heavy and silty, having a yellowish-brown
colour. In most cases, these soils are several metres thick When dry, these soils can crack
open to a depth of one metre or more, transporting surface materials downwards.
Alkalinity as well as salinity of the Balikh soils is low. Arid climatic conditions in the
Balikh valley have a considerable effect upon soil genesis (and, on another level, upon the
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possibilities of rain-fed agriculture) since they control the soil climate to a great extent. The
limited precipitation during the winter months, moistening only the upper part of the soil,
and the associated high evaporation from spring onwards, lead to a quick and intensive
drying-out of the soil, thus reflecting the arid atmospheric climate. Boerma (1988a:2)
points out that the Balikh soils reflect an aridic soil moisture regime, i.e. dry soil conditions
for more than half the year and never moist for as long as 90 consecutive days, and
completely dry between July 1 and November 1. In addition, he notes that near Tell Abyad
on the Syro-Turkish border the upper 50 cm of the soil are wholly moist for a period twice
as long as that near Raqqa on the Euphrates, and that in the former area the soil becomes
moist at least 15 days earlier than in the lower Balikh.
When discussing the soils of the valley, one has to distinguish between the lowest
Balikh terrace (BT1), which has undergone pedogenesis from a relatively early stage of the
Holocene onwards, and the actual Balikh flood plain, which is of relatively recent date and
which consequently shows only slight pedogenetic developments.
The soils of the lowest Balikh terrace are generally deep and well-drained. They have
developed in highly calcareous and clayey deposits of mainly alluvial nature, covered by
aeolic loams. The soils are bright-coloured and have a loamy texture, low in organic matter.
Gypsiferous soils, commonly distributed on the surrounding plateaus, occur only rarely on
this lowest Balikh terrace. Gypsum is present, but only in traces and it mainly occurs in those
soils which overlie gypsum deposits (i.e. along the gypsum massif).
The actual Balikh flood plain shows poorly developed soils. As expected, these soils
are generally badly drained, although draining conditions sometimes improve with
increasing relative height and distance from the river. Most soils are deep and calcareous
and have a loamy to clayey texture.
3.2 The plateau
Mainly on the basis of parent materials, the soilscape of the plateau can be divided into
four areas: the Pleistocene Euphrates deposits in the south, the gypsum region, the
limestone region and the interfluve of Balikh and Qaramokh (Mulders 1969; Boerma
1988a;seeFig.2.1).
In the lower Balikh region, the Raqqa and Hamret terraces are built up of lower to
upper Pleistocene gravel deposits of the Euphrates (Euphrates terraces T4 to Tl), on top of
gypsum. The Raqqa terrace (or 'Island') forms a more or less triangular area bordered in
the west by the Wadi al-Fayd, in the east by the Balikh and in the south by the Euphrates.
The Island became isolated at the end of the upper Pleistocene due to the changing course
of the Balikh river. The Island is covered by gypsiferous brown loams with an average
depth of about one metre. Mulders (1969:92) suggests that most loams here must have
been of aeolic nature since the Island had no supply of drainage water from the north. The
loams on the opposite Hamret terrace may be aeolic deposits, too, but here also flu viatile
deposition will have taken place since this area was cut by extensive drainage networks
draining a vast hinterland (including parts of the gypsum region).
The gypsum region is found on the left bank in the middle Balikh region. Here soils
developed in gypsiferous conditions and are generally very bright-coloured. The soils are
shallow to deep and have a loamy texture, poor in organic matter. Most soils are
calcareous but in large areas the gypsum content of the upper soil is very high (25%), thus
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Fig 2.1
The soilscapes of the plateau
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prohibiting any abundant natural vegetation or agriculture (Gibb 1967:32). The gypsum
region is drained by numerous wadis generally oriented east-west. At escarpments hard
gypsum rocks are found, whereas the lower depressions show gypsum powder covered
by brown loams. In some of the wider wadis deep soils are found, less gypsiferous and
slightly moister, and therefore more suitable for plant growth.
North of the gypsum region a vast limestone plateau is present, also found west of
the Balikh plain proper. This undulating landscape is dissected by numerous wadis of
various sizes. Some parts of the limestone massif are more cut up and have smaller
portions of arable land than others. Whereas some areas of the limestone region comprise
up to 25% of arable land, in other parts only 13-14% is suitable for agriculture (Gibb
1967:31). Here soils have developed in predominantly marly deposits, partially covered by
gravel. The soils are generally highly calcareous and bright-coloured. Like the soils in the
gypsum region, they are shallow to deep, with a loamy texture and poor in organic matter.
The larger wadis draining the limestone plateau usually show deep and highly calcareous
soils. During Pleistocene times, the limestone region may have carried a rather abundant
vegetation which was largely absent in the gypsum region due to lack of plant nutrients
there (Mulders 1969:51).
The interfluve of Balikh and Qaramokh in the northern part of the valley consists of
upper Pleistocene Balikh gravel deposits, covered by aeolic loams. Soils are shallow to
moderately deep, highly calcareous and have a loamy-clayey texture.
4 Hydrology of the Balikh Valley
The river Balikh, a perennial tributary of the Syrian Euphrates, is a small stream, with an
average width of about 6 m. Only near its main spring at 'Ain al-'Arous at the
Syro-Turkish border is the river considerably wider but it soon narrows, thereby
meandering heavily. The average flow of the Balikh is about 6 m3/sec, which is very low
when compared with the Euphrates or the Khabur which have an average flow of about
840 m3/sec. and 50 m3/sec. respectively. After the winter rains the flow of the Balikh may
increase to a maximum of about 12 m3/sec. (Wirth 1971:109ff), now commonly
overflowing parts of its immediate surroundings. In summer large parts of the lower
Balikh are completely dry. The numerous water pumps along the Balikh, taking in water
for the irrigation of adjacent cotton fields, contribute heavily to the generally low water
table or even the total drying-out of the Balikh. The main spring of the Balikh is 'Ain
al-'Arous, situated about 4 km from the Syro-Turkish border, and lyrically described by
Sachau (1883:230) as follows: "Wir standen vor einem Teich in der Form eines Oblongums,
etwa 100 FUSS breit und 500 FUSS lang, eingefasst von hohen und niedrigen, Schatten
spendenden Bäumen, der Heimath eines reichen animalischen Lebens. Da sind
Wasservögel aller Art ohne Zahl, Fische so zahlreich wie im heiligen Teich zu Edessa, dass
man sie mit den Händen greifen könnte, und auf den Baumstümpfen, welche über der
Wasserfläche hervorragen, liegen Schildkröten, einzeln und haufenweis (...). Der stille
Teich mitten in der unfruchtbaren, sonnenverbrannten Steppe mit seinem glänzenden
Wasserspiegel, mit seinen Bäumen und seinem Thierleben ist ein landschaftliches Bild von
unwiderstehlichem Reiz, das den Reisenden mächtig bestrickt". 'Ain al-'Arous is fed by
subterranean streams draining the plain of Harran and the extensive piedmont area near
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Urfa in Turkey. Several sidestreams (Nähr Qaramokh, Nähr Julab) contribute to the Balikh
but for the larger part of the year these streams are dry.
The Balikh plain is intersected by numerous channels and wadis draining the region
during the rainy season. Whereas some are narrow and shallow in size, others show wide
(3-6 m) and deeply incised stream beds (over 2 m), which have a considerable transport
capacity. Early travellers were impressed by the sometimes highly diffuse river pattern,
dividing the water of the Balikh over numerous channels, thus creating occasionally
inaccessible and often swampy areas (Sachau 1883:232; Sykes 1915:313; Mallowan
1946:112). In the absence of any further drainage, many of these swamps or 'reservoirs'
become increasingly salty, and when wholly evaporated in summer are characterised by
white crusts of salt. In modern days, there is an ongoing trend of modifying and
controlling the channels on behalf of agriculture.
5 Climatic Conditions in the Balikh Region
The climate of the Balikh valley is of an arid, steppe-like nature and is defined by a low
annual precipitation and a very high evaporation exceeding precipitation many times. Of
crucial importance is the 250 mm isohyet, transversally running through the valley
approximately near the confluence of Balikh and Qaramokh, and dividing the region into
two zones of strongly differing landuse. The lower Balikh area requires irrigation
agriculture but the upper Balikh region is suitable for dry farming. Nevertheless, even in
the northern rain-fed area, farming is a hazardous enterprise, since statistically a crop
failure can be expected every second year (Boerma 1988a:7). Wirth (1971:93, 105) has
pointed out that precipitation alone does not restrict the area suitable for dry farming and
that variables like relief and soil conditions occasionally allow dry farming even in regions
with an average annual rainfall of about 150 mm. However, the immense risk of crop
failure in these marginal regions does require additional irrigation to allow a continuous
and lengthy cultivation. Near Raqqa on the Euphrates, the average annual rainfall is 183
mm whereas at Hazimeh, about 25 km north of Raqqa, rainfall is even less, with a yearly
average of only 170 mm. Mulders (1969:18) noted that precipitation rapidly increases
north of 'Ain Isa. At Tell Abyad, near the Syro-Turkish border, the average annual
precipitation is 275 mm.
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Characteristics of plateau and valley soilscapes (after Boerma 1988a, Table 2)
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The rainy season in the Balikh area starts at the end of October and lasts until April. Most
rainfall occurs in January-February (Wirth 1971:91). A large part of the precipitation comes
from heavy rain storms and cloudbursts; it is very well possible that most of the rain per
month falls within 24 hours (Mulders 1969:18).
Summers in the Balikh valley are dry and hot. July is the hottest month, with an
average temperature of 30°C and an average maximum of 39.1°C for Raqqa, but
temperatures may occasionally be considerably higher (ibid.:19). Temperatures rise
rapidly from May onwards, and fall in September. At Raqqa January is the coldest month,
with an average temperature of 6.6°C, and an average minimum of 1.8°C, but
temperatures may drop below zero in winter (ibid.. Table 3). Boerma (1988a:2) noted that
in the upper Balikh the average monthly temperature may be slightly lower.
Due to the high temperatures and the related high evaporation, air humidity is very
low in summer, resulting in very hot sunshine, relatively cold shadow and considerable
differences between day and night temperatures. Differences in air pressure in summer
cause winds of sometimes considerable velocity, regularly giving rise to dust storms and
whirlwinds.
6 Climatic Conditions during the Early Holocene
At present, little is known about climatic conditions in the Balikh region in early Holocene
times. Any conclusion in this respect has to be extrapolated from studies discussing
climatic conditions in often remote and geographically or environmentally largely
different regions; any interpretation is therefore highly tentative and to be used with great
caution. Considerable differences in precipitation and humidity prevent a simple
correlation of climatic developments of different geographical and ecological niches
(Bottema and Van Zeist 1981:131; Bottema 1989). Moreover, human impact has affected the
landscape and climatic conditions through time. Bottema (1989:10) points out that herding
may soon have become destructive in regions with marginal precipitation, like the upper
steppe, where regeneration of the vegetation takes a long time or is even irreversible. In
more dynamic environments near the water courses, human influence may have been less
decisive, enabling the vegetation to recover after a relatively short period of protection.
On the basis of pollen from the Ghab valley of western Syria, Van Zeist and
Woldring (1980:120) suggest that in the early stages of the Holocene climate in
mountainous northwestern Syria was slightly moister and generally more favourable than
at present. Between 10,000-9000 B.C. forest vegetations, consisting of Quercus, Pistada, Olea
and Ostrya, moved into the higher parts of northwestern Syria, reaching their peak around
8000-6000 B.C. (Bottema and Van Zeist 1981:118). The lower regions, however, still seem to
have been covered by steppe vegetation. Bottema (1989), although stressing the extremely
limited amount of information available at present, points out that, despite increasingly
humid conditions in the mountain ranges, trees did not expand into the steppe of the
Jezirah. Small parts of fruits of pistachio, almond and prune at Tell Sabi Abyad, to be
dated towards the end of the 6th millennium B.C., may easily have come from distant
areas and are no proof of the existence of these trees in the Balikh valley (Van Zeist and
Waterbolk-van Rooijen 1989). Along the river itself, however, trees may have occurred, as
indicated by remains of carbonised wood of poplar and willow at Sabi Abyad.
Nevertheless, carbonised remains of wild einkorn in Epi-Palaeolithic levels at Mureybit on
21
Chapter 2
the Euphrates suggest that the Jezirah, too, witnessed more favourable conditions at this
time. At present, wild einkorn cereals are not found in the Jezirah, the nearest stands being
the slopes of the Taurus above an altitude of 800 m. Although it has been suggested that
these cereals were collected in the Turkish highlands, as far away as 200 km from
Mureybit, and transported to the site, it seems more likely that wild einkorn originally
occurred in the vicinity of Mureybit. Moister conditions and lower temperatures in the
beginning of the Holocene, as evidenced by the Chab pollen record, may have caused a
shift of the einkorn belt as far south as Mureybit (Bottema 1989). Around 6000 B.C. dry
conditions resembling modern aridity had returned to Syria. At this time precipitation
seems to have increased slightly in the Taurus mountains of southeastern Turkey, but it
approached modern conditions around 5000-4000 B.C. For the Syrian lowlands, the Taurus
is of utmost importance as a catchment area of run-off water supply for the rivers
Euphrates, Balikh and Khabur. Increasingly humid conditions in the Taurus after 6000
B.C. led to a rise of the river water level, but around 4000 B.C. the river discharge seems to
have established itself at the modern level (ibid.). Two pollen samples from a drilling in
mid-5th millennium levels underneath Tell Hammam et-Turkman on the Balikh suggest
that at this time the valley was drier than nowadays, the upper Balikh being characterised
by an Artemisia-steppe (ibid.:14). When compared with a modern sample from lake
Wazgöl, situated ca. 10 km north of Tell Hammam et-Turkman, Artemisia scores four times
higher in the 5th millennium samples than in the modern one. In association with
Artemisia, large numbers of Cera/za-type pollen grains (up to 12%) were found, indicative
of nearby fields. Moreover, some weeds like Prosopis and Crozophora appeared, which are
nowadays found in irrigated fields. Bottema suggests that cereal farming may already
have been based upon some kind of irrigation, or was at least practised in the lower, moist
soils near the river (see also Van Zeist et al. 1988:713).
It has been suggested that increasing desiccation in the first half of the 6th
millennium forced people to evacuate vast areas of the Levant and adjacent regions (the
so-called hiatus palestinien; see, for example, Moore 1973, 1983), but this remains highly
controversial (Bintliff 1982:501ff). Our evidence from the Balikh valley, derived from both
survey and excavations, suggests that although many of the small late 7th millennium
sites (like Tell Assouad and Tell Damishliyya) were abandoned around 5700 B.C., the
valley as a whole was not deserted. Sites like Sabi Abyad seem to have been continuously
inhabited from the 7th into the 6th millennium B.C. Similar information comes from the
the sites of Umm Dabaghiyah or Bouqras, situated further east in a nowadays marginal
area. At Bouqras, conventionally dated 6400-5900 B.C., it was recently found that at least
in part of the site occupation continued till about 5500 B.C. (Le Mière 1986). On
palynological evidence, Leroi-Gourhan (1974) has suggested that from the 6th millennium
onwards climatic conditions in Syria did not differ significantly from the modern,
semi-arid conditions in the area, but Bintliff (1982:597) suggests that during the period of
5500-3800 B.C. climatic conditions may have been more favourable, pointing to the
formation of a major Euphrates terrace during this period. Within the concept of the hiatus
palestinien an improved climate is also inferred, contributing to the reinhabitation of the
formerly abandoned areas (ibid.:506). It has been suggested that during the later part of
the 4th millennium, and perhaps also during the 3rd millennium, humidity may have
been even higher, thus allowing people to inhabit areas less suited for dry farming like, for
example, the middle Khabur region (Oates and Dates 1976:18-19); however, recent surveys
in the nowadays truly marginal zones of the lower Khabur have shown that at least during
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the 3rd millennium this region was wholly devoid of permanent settlement whereas only
one site could be ascribed to the late 4th millennium (Pfälzner 1984).
Palynological investigations near Bozova in southeastern Turkey have shown that
here the climate did not change significantly during the last 3000 to 4000 years (Van Zeist
et aL 1968/70:37). The Bozova region is at a relatively close distance from the Balikh
valley, i.e. about 100 km as the crow flies, but situated in a very different environment (the
Taurus piedmont). More or less similar conclusions were reached for southwestern Turkey
(Van Zeist et al. 1975), although it has been stressed that here the establishment of modem
natural vegetation did not proceed along synchronie lines but may have varied
considerably from region to region (ibid.:140-41). In western Iran the climate has not
changed noticeably since about 3500 B.C., except for some minor fluctuations (Van Zeist
1967:310-11).
7 The Modern Flora of the Balikh Valley
The flora of the Balikh region is highly degraded, mainly due to human activities in the
course of time (for a general discussion see e.g. Wirth 1971:130ff). Originally, the Balikh
valley must have been densely covered with vegetation, but at present the area has a
barren appearance, virtually empty of trees or any other larger plants, except for parts of
the marshy flood plain where poplar and willow, with an undergrowth of marsh plants,
can be found (Bottema 1984, 1989; Van Zeist et al. 1988). At present, the Balikh valley is
almost completely cultivated and as a result virtually no natural vegetation is left Frey
and Kürschner (in press) regarded a shrub steppe of mainly Artemisia herba-alba as the
predominant natural vegetation of the Syrian Jezirah, but with the exception of some small
areas, this vegetation has since long disappeared due to excessive grazing, intensive
ploughing and fuel gathering (Bottema 1989). Instead, only deep-rooted and
plough-resistant, unpalatable or inedible species, or plants associated with crops or
disturbed environments have remained or newly appeared. Generally speaking, the
intense heat and related desiccation in summer causes most vegetation to wither
altogether.
Bottema (1984,1989) has recently reported on the modern vegetation found in the
upper Balikh valley, whereas some years before Mulders (1969) gave a short account of the
vegetation found on the plateaus bordering the lower Balikh and in the Balikh-Euphrates
region. Bottema (1984) distinguishes various catchments within the Balikh valley, each
characterised by distinct plant communities, among other things. Thus, the 60-80 m wide
flood plain of the Balikh shows, beside some fields of cotton, vegetables and occasionally
apricots, semi-natural vegetation of willow shrubs, poplars and reed beds of Arundo, along
the outer side mixed with Menlha, Lycopus europaeus, Lythrum salicaria, Scirpus and Carex
species {Bottema 1984:208). Old, cut-off meanders filled by sediments show evidence of
marshy meadows, used for cattle grazing and characterised by e.g. Rumex, Juncus and
Cynodon dactylon. The higher-situated areas above these wet meadows, mainly grazed by
sheep, have dense shrubs of Atriplex Icucodada as well as Prosopis stephaniana, Peganum
harmala and Aihagi maurorum. Grazing pressure has led to a dense cover of inedible or
unpalatable vegetation covering and protecting smaller plants like Trifolium, Hordeum
murinum, Polygonum venantianum and small composites (ibid.). Apart from the irrigated
horticultural fields, which accomodate plants like Atmranthus, Chenopodium, Foeniculum,
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Echinochloa, Pennisetum or Physalis, the cultivated fields further away from the river show
hardly any natural vegetation. Here we may find perennial shrubs like Prosopis, Alhagi and
Peganum, which, due to their deep roots, can withstand ploughing and the long, hot
summer. These plants particularly occur in wadis, due to the more favourable soil
moisture here when compared with the surrounding plain, but they are also commonly
found in disturbed environments, e.g. in the neighbourhood of settlements, camp sites or
fields (Guest 1966:92-93). When left undisturbed, Prosopis may form dense and
impenetrable bushes up to two or three metres tall. Prosopis and Alhagi may serve as food
for grazing animals but Peganum is inedible.
On the plateaus surrounding the Balikh depression, Gramineae are found most
abundantly. The gypsiferous, shallow soils on the lower Balikh and Euphrates terraces
clearly reflect a degraded dry-steppe vegetation, consisting of sparsely distributed species
like Achillia conferta, Achillea santolina, Launea spinosa, Ziziphora tenuior, and Colchicum
deserti-syriad. On deeper and slightly moister soils in wadis, shrubs and weeds like
Muscaria racemosum or, most commonly, Artemisia herba-alba appear which can be grazed
or used as fuel.
The true gypsum lands on the eastern plateau near Tell as-Saman are relatively
devoid of vegetation due to a lack of plant nutrients. Moreover, the shallow soils here
generally contain a high gypsum content (25%) which is harmful to most plants. In spring,
plants like Gagea chlorantha flower in the gypsum region.
The vast limestone plateaus in the northern and northwestern parts of the Balikh
region have a more luxurious vegetation when compared with the gypsum area. The
highly calcareous and slightly alkaline, shallow to medium deep soils in the limestone
region form the natural habitat of a number of calciphile grasses and shrublets, like the
abundantly occurring Eminium spiculatum or Artemisia herba-alba, Achillea conferta, Poa
bulbosa, Carex stenophylla and Ranunculus asiaticus (see Guest 1966:71ff).
8 Modern Landuse in the Balikh Valley
As pointed out before, the Balikh valley is wholly cultivated at present. The valley lies
roughly between the 200 and 300 mm isohyets. The average annual rainfall varies from
183 mm at Raqqa on the Euphrates to 275 mm at Tell Abyad near the Syro-Turkish border.
Nowadays, the crucial 250 mm isohyet, running east-west roughly near the confluence of
Balikh and its main tributary Nahr Qaramokh, divides the valley into two zones of widely
different landuse. The northern parts of the Balikh valley, including the region around
Sabi Abyad, are suitable for dry farming but in the south agriculture necessitates
irrigation. In the northern, rain-fed part wheat and barley are the main crops,
supplemented by cotton, vegetables and occasionally apricots from irrigated fields
(Bottema 1983), whereas in the south cotton is grown on a large scale. Even in the
northern, rain-fed areas agriculture is a risky enterprise due to considerable fluctuations in
annual precipitation and repartition. In wadi beds, generally having a moister soil regime,
cultivation is slightly less hazardous.
Apart from agriculture, animal husbandry characterises the modern landuse.
Statistical records of 1976 revealed that Syria at this time had about 6.5 million sheep,
almost 1 million goats and 0.6 million cattle (FAO 1982:87 and Table 56). In dry years,
however, the animal population is reduced considerably. In the countryside
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semi-nomadism is commonly found: although most families have permanent residences
and are involved in regular field cultivation, often only part of the family actually stays in
the village, and even then in many cases for part of the year only. The others move around
with their herds (Wirth 1971:208). Citizens, too, are closely involved in animal husbandry,
in that many of them possess animals which are herded by nomads or semi-nomads.
Wirth points out that at present it is estimated that only one-third of the Bedouin herds of
sheep and goats is owned by these nomads themselves; the others belong to permanent
settlers in cities or villages.
When in the Balikh valley, like in other parts of Syria, cereals have been harvested in
late spring, the herds of sheep, goats and cattle graze the stubble remaining on the fields.
At this time of the year, herds are even brought in from outside the Balikh valley, over
distances of up to 200 km, due to the lack of food further south. In late autumn, when the
fields in the valley have been sown, and when rain has greened the country, sheep and
goats are brought to the upland steppe bordering the valley, usually to places not further
away than one or two days' walking. Cattle, however, stay in or at a close distance from
the villages and are mainly fed by chopped straw collected by women and children
immediately after the harvest and stored in separate buildings on a family's court (Wirth
1971:207ff).
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3 The Excavations in the Balikh Valley
1. Introduction
Until recently, the Balikh valley received rather little attention from archaeologists. Since
long, work has been concentrated in the areas along the Mediterranean or in the
northeastern part of Syria (the Khabur region). Archaeologists from all over the world
have been attracted by the large (up to 100 ha) city sites of the 3rd and 2nd millennia B.C.
in these regions, which yield spectacular artefactual findings and are considered to reflect
ancient society in a detailed manner. Small, rural settlements have hardly been touched
upon. Only in areas soon to be flooded due to dam construction, smaller sites have also
been chosen for investigation (see, for example, Curvers and Schwartz 1990). As for the
Balikh valley, it seems that the neglect by archaeologists is largely due to (1) the absence of
truly large settlements in the region (with some noteworthy exceptions, viz. Tells Sahlan,
Hammam et-Turkman and Saman, each comprising, at their bases, an area of up to 25 ha.),
(2) the fact that until recently only little was known about this region in an archaeological
sense, and (3) Mallowan's conclusion that the valley was an unhealthy, cultural backwater
when compared with other parts of Syria (Mallowan 1946:115). After Mallowan's
pioneering work in the valley, it was not until 1970 before another excavation took place,
viz. at Tell Assouad (Mallowan's Tell Aswad; Cauvin 1972). Since 1981, the University of
Amsterdam has been involved in prehistoric research in the Balikh basin.
Apart from Mallowan's short-term work at Tell Mefesh, near the confluence of
Balikh and Qaramokh, all excavated sites are situated in the northern part of the Balikh
valley, not far from the Syro-Turkish border (Fig. 1.1). In a stratified context and related
with architecture, these sites have yielded large quantities of artefacts which allow the
construction of a local chronological and comparative framework from the mid-7th till the
4th millennium B.C. At present, and when looking at the materials found during the 1983
Balikh survey (see chapter 5), it is assumed that the excavated remains give a
representative picture of local cultural developments in the Balikh valley, although not all
phases of human occupation are as yet completely represented by our excavations (for
example, parts of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic, perhaps dating as far back as the 8th
millennium, are still missing). Moreover, it can be argued that the upper, rain-fed part of
the Balikh basin may easily differ in terms of cultural behaviour and adaptation from the
much drier southern part. It seems, however, that, apart perhaps from the Pre-Pottery
Neolithic, prehistoric settlement in the Balikh basin is largely confined to those areas
nowadays suited for dry farming,' i.e. areas similar to those where the excavated sites ?re
situated. In addition, the investigated sites show evidence of differences in nature and
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duration of occupation and suggest that existing aspects of hierarchical and/or functional
variability are also reflected in the archaeological record.
The present chapter intends to give a picture of the excavations carried out in the
Balikh valley, starting with Mallowan's soundings of 1938, Cauvin's work at Tell Assouad
in 1970 and, finally, the recent work of the University of Amsterdam at Tells Sabi Abyad,
Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef. Most of the work has already been published in
detail or will be reported on in due time, and will therefore be presented in summarised
form here. In date, the levels excavated at these sites range from the late 7th and early 6th
millennium B.C. (Aswad/Assouad and Damishliyya), the late 6th millennium B.C. (Sabi
Abyad), to the mid-5th millennium B.C. (Sabi Abyad, Damishliyya pits, Khirbet
esh-Shenef, Mefesh).
2 The Early Excavations: Aswad, Ibn esh-Shehab, Mefesh
In 1938, in a six-week season of excavation, Mallowan laid out soundings at five sites in
the Balikh valley (Mallowan 1946). Three of these sites, viz. Tells Aswad, Ibn esh-Shehab
and Mefesh, yielded prehistoric remains, dating from the 7th millennium B.C. (Aswad and
Ibn esh-Shehab) and the late 5th millennium B.C. (Mefesh).
On the top of the mound of Tell Aswad, situated on the east bank of the Nahr
et-Turkman (a branch of the Balikh), Mallowan uncovered parts of a small rectangular
building with several narrow, oblong rooms. The walls were constructed of reddish and
square mud bricks measuring about 33x33x10 cm. The outer walls seem to have been two
bricks wide, whereas most of the interior walls were only one brick wide. The inner wall
faces as well as the floors seem to have been white-plastered (Mallowan 1946:124). Two
low mud pedestals were found, one along one of the walls in the western room of the
building, the other against the outer face of the east wall. On the basis of an ox skull found
across the threshold of a doorway, Mallowan suggested that this building might have
served as a shrine; he interpreted the mud pedestals as offering tables (ibid.). Part of the
building seems to have been renewed in a later stage and shortly afterwards Tell Aswad
seems to have been deserted. Mallowan ascribed his building at Aswad to the Halaf
period on the basis of some Halaf sherds found in its debris, but in addition a number of
flint and obsidian implements were collected, some of which show a close resemblance to
the Levantine Byblos Points. In our excavations at the Halaf sites of Sabi Abyad,
Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef no such Byblos-type Points appeared, but both at Tell
Aswad and at Tell Damishliyya such implements were commonly found in clearly 7th and
early 6th millennium layers (Cauvin 1972; Akkermans 1986/87, 1988a). Moreover, the
stepped trench laid out at Aswad by Jacques Cauvin in the early 1970s yielded exclusively
Neolithic levels from top to base (Cauvin 1972; see below). Copeland (1979:269) has
already pointed out that it seems more likely that Mallowan's building in fact preceeds a
possible Halaf occupation at the site.
Implements of flint and obsidian similar to those of Tell Aswad were also found by
Mallowan at Ibn esh-Shehab, situated on the east bank of the Balikh near its main source at
'Ain al-'Arous. Unfortunately, these implements all stem from disturbed contexts and
erosion layers. In a stratified context, Mallowan's rapid sounding at the site yielded only
traces of 2nd millennium and Roman-Byzantine occupation, and it was from these levels
that the Neolithic lithic implements were collected (Mallowan 1946:136).
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The southernmost site sounded by Mallowan, Tell Mefesh, yielded traces of a rectangular
building, constructed of rather large mud bricks (about 50x30x10 cm) and apparently
destroyed by fire. The excavations revealed a series of four square rooms measuring about
2.5x2.5 m, and flanked by a larger, oblong room or court. The latter contained a number of
circular 'corn bins', also built of mud bricks (Mallowan 1946:126), as well as large numbers
of charred barley seeds and some remains of goat, ox and a small Equus. In one of the
other rooms traces of poplar and willow beams were found as well as traces of reeds,
interpreted as parts of the fallen-in roof construction. Ubaid-related pottery and one
female figurine of unbaked clay were found in association with this building. Mallowan
considered the ceramics to be of a 'hybrid' nature: although clearly of Ubaid derivation,
they showed Halaf influence (ibid.:128-29; but see Akkermans 1988c). True Halaf pottery
appeared as well, although in an ill-defined context.
3 Excavations at Tell Assouad
Tell Assouad (Mallowan's Tell Aswad) is situated on a protruding terrace remnant on the
east bank of the river Balikh. The site consists of two mounds divided from each other by
means of a low saddle. The main mound, immediately next to the river, is about 150
metres in diameter and about 12 metres high. The other mound, situated ca. 70 metres
further north, has a diameter of about 100 metres and is ca. 5 metres high. On the basis of
surface finds, both mounds seem to have been occupied simultaneously. So far,
excavations have been carried out solely on the main mound. In addition to Mallowan's
1938 sounding on the top of the mound, the site was re-excavated in 1970 by means of a
stepped trench along the steep northern slope of the mound (Cauvin 1972). This trench
yielded 7th and early 6th millennium remains exclusively from top to base. Some Halaf
sherds, dating from the early 5th millennium, were found solely on the surface of the
mound; any Halaf occupation at the site seems to be (1) of a most restricted nature, and (2)
of short duration (leaving no substantial accumulation of domestic debris). Surprisingly
enough, Cauvin found that the basal levels Vni-Vn at Assouad were without architecture
but with pottery, whereas the upper levels VI-I yielded mud-brick remains but no
ceramics! But whether these remarkable finds give a correct picture of Neolithic
development at the site is doubtful. Le Mière (1979:40) has already pointed out that
sampling procedures probably account for the differences observed.
The ceramics from Assouad Vul-Vu are coarse products, the majority of which are
plant-tempered. Most sherds have a dark core. Burnishing commonly appears. A few
sherds show traces of red paint but the most characteristic kind of decoration seems to be
an applied band of clay underneath the rim. Shapes mainly point to simple hole-mouth
pots, straight-walled bowls and low plates. Many vessels had loop handles, some of which
were very large. Ledge handles also appear, but they are much less common. Originally,
Cauvin (1972:89) suggested a close relationship between the pottery from Tell Assouad
and that of the Amuq phases A-B but a more detailed analysis (Le Mière 1979,1986) has
shown that the ceramics from Assouad and the Amuq have little in common. Repeatedly,
it has been suggested that the Assouad pottery precedes the Amuq wares (Copeland
1979:266; Le Mière 1979:38; Akkermans 1988a:29), but some recent radiocarbon samples
from nearby Tell Damishliyya, collected from levels yielding ceramics virtually identical
to those of Assouad, point towards contemporaneity (see chapter 4).
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Other finds at Tell Assouad include numerous fragments of well-made alabaster or marble
bowls, bone implements, stylised figurines of baked clay or limestone, and many flint and
obsidian implements. Obsidian seems to be most common in the lower ceramic Neolithic
levels VHI-Vn and decreases in importance in the upper levels (M.-C. Cauvin 1972:90). The
lithic industry includes burins, end-scrapers, sickle-blade elements and arrowheads, the
latter all of Byblos Point-type. The lithics indicate a dear relationship between the basal
ceramic Neolithic levels VHJ-VII and the upper, supposedly aceramic. Neolithic levels
VI-I, thus strongly suggesting a continuous occupation of the site through time (ibid.:92).
Excavations at Tell Damishliyya
4.1 Introduction
Tell Damishliyya is a small mound, situated on the west bank of the river Balikh, opposite
the modern village of Damishliyya (from which the name of the tell is derived) and ca. 2
km north of Tell Hammam et-Turkman (Fig. 1.1). Due to its location near the river, the
mound is nowadays used by local fanners as an intake point for irrigation of adjacent
cotton fields. Particularly the southeastern part of the site has been heavily damaged by
irrigation ditches. During the 1984 campaign at Tell Hammam et-Turkman we noticed that
a bulldozer was renewing part of this irrigation network at the western side of the mound
by throwing up a raised canal. Besides, we learned that plans existed for the building of
houses at Tell Damishliyya. In response to this imminent destruction of the site, it was
decided to start small-scale rescue excavations (for a detailed account, see Akkermans
1986/87, 1988a). Work mainly concentrated on the part of the mound now mostly
threatened, i.e. the southwestern side. The excavation lasted from September 15 till
October 7,1984.
Tell Damishliyya is a low, inconspicuous mound, measuring about 70 x 80 metres,
with a height of 5 to 6 metres. Its dimensions seem to be larger (Fig. 3.1) but this illusion is
created by the fact that the site is situated on a protruding terrace remnant. The 1984
soundings clearly delineated the area of occupation and showed in particular that the
extensive terrace gradually sloping towards the south-west had not been inhabited during
Neolithic times. The northern side of the mound, which is directed towards the river, is
rather steep. Towards the west the mound is connected by a low saddle to the
surrounding flat land.
4.2 Stratigraphy and architecture
The main work was concentrated in two 10x10 m squares (K16-K17), situated at the
western edge of the mound (Fig. 3.1). Excavations here revealed an uninterrupted
succession of five occupation levels dating from the late 7th and early 6th millennium B.C..
However, virgin soil has not yet been reached and a downward continuation of the
occupation levels may be expected. In addition to the main squares, a series of test
trenches 1.5 m wide was laid out. The main aim of these narrow trenches was to trace the
outline of occupation at Damishliyya (trenches K19, M19) and to investigate the nature of
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Fig. 3.1
Contour map of Damishliyya with (in black) the excavated areas
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the upper levels of the mound (M15-M16). The main squares K16-K17 yielded an
incomplete sequence, ending at an elevation of about two metres below the top of the site;
these remaining upper two metres of occupation are touched on a limited scale by the
topmost test trenches and gave evidence of three strata of occupation. In elevation, the
lower of these three strata in trench Ml6 is clearly linked to stratum 5 in the main square K16,
whereas the upper ones (strata 6-7) form an extension of the square K16 sequence. We may
correlate both trenches and assume a continuous occupation at Tell Damishliyya.
The trenches on the southern slope of the mound (trenches K19 and M19) clearly
showed the limited extent of the settlement at Damishliyya. No architectural remains were
found in these trenches. In M19 some mud-brick debris was encountered immediately
below the top soil, as well as a few wheel-made body sherds, probably of Roman date. At
an elevation of ca. 315.3 m virgin soil appeared. Trench K19 yielded large quantities of
distinctive Halaf pottery; the presence of a large pit filled with Halaf ware was noted at
this place. In trench K19 virgin soil was reached at an elevation of about 314.2 m.
Comparing this elevation to that in square Ml 9, we may deduce a gradual natural slope of
the mound toward the west. Based on this evidence, it is suggested that there is about one
metre of cultural debris underneath the earliest level of occupation thus far reached, i.e.
stratum 1 in square K17.
All strata defined at Damishliyya are characterised by mud-brick architecture.
However, substantial traces of architectural vestiges were only found in stratum 2, although
heavily disturbed by pits and burials of later date. The oldest stratum reached at the site is
represented on a very limited scale by two wall fragments in the southern part of square
K17, whereas the upper strata 3 to 7 are fragmentarily present either in the extreme
northeastern part of square K16 or in the narrow test trenches on the top of the mound. The
larger part of the architectural remains in squares K16-K17 were destroyed by a large pit,
with a diameter of at least 15 metres and filled with dark-grey ashes and burnt mud-brick
fragments. Rather large quantities of coarsely made Neolithic ceramics were found in it. On
the basis of stratigraphical arguments this pit was assigned to the later strata 5-7, dating from
the early 6th mllennium according to three radiocarbon dates (see chapter 4). The function of
this large pit remains unknown. In view of its widely curving outline it shows close
similarities with modern pits which are dug in order to obtain clay for mud-brick
production. Afterwards these pits are gradually filled with domestic debris.
Stratum 2 comprises an irregularly built rectangular complex, heavily damaged by a
large pit of slightly later date and several pits of Parthian-Roman origin (Fig. 3.2). Due to
these disturbances and to the limited extent of our soundings, no complete house plan was
uncovered. The building was oriented NW-SE and consisted of a series of narrow rooms,
measuring 3.2x1.5 m, 0.8x1.8 m and 2.0x1.2 m. The small size of these rooms and the
absence of any additional features like hearths or bins suggest a storage function. The
building seems to have been placed upon a kind of terrace, for all the walls were erected
upon a floor built of large mud bricks (up to 60x40 cm), covered by a layer of hard-tamped
loam. In none of the other areas a similar mud-brick floor or terrace was found. After its
final abandonment, the building was completely levelled, thus leaving a flat surface of
compact mud-brick debris.
The stratum 2 building was, at least partially, constructed of older, reused mud
bricks, as indicated by traces of gypsum plaster on the sides of one of the bricks used in
the floor pavement. Similar gypsum-plastered and apparently reused bricks were found in
some of the walls of the house. The presented features show evidence of two stages in the
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Fig. 3.2
Plein of stratum 2 at Damishliyya
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erection of this building. The original layout suggests a regular rectangular building with
bonded walls. Originally, this building extended towards the west into an area later
completely destroyed by the enormous pit described above. The rooms uncovered may be
regarded as side chambers. In a later stage a series of annexes seems to have been built
onto the 'nuclear' structure. The orientation of the various walls suggest only a minimal
difference in time between construction of the central building and that of the added part.
The added rooms were erected against the central house; with one possible exception, no
bonding was observed. The main axis of the added part of the building seems to be wall E,
the eastern face of which is covered by gypsum plaster about two cm thick. In combination
with this plaster a well-made loam floor appeared, gently sloping towards the north. It
may point to the presence of a main room in this area (room 13). No such gypsum plaster
and no floor of a similar quality was observed in square K16, thus clearly limiting the
extent of room 13 to the north. The Parthian-Roman pit in the northeast corner of K17,
which ruined part of wall E, is probably also responsible for the destruction of a wall
running roughly east-west and forming an angle to wall E. This east-west wall would have
bordered room 13 towards the north and, although it is speculative, we might interpret
room 13 as a side wing, which indicates a T-shaped layout of the present building. In this
sense, the Damishliyya architecture is perhaps comparable to that of Umm Dabaghiyah
(cf. Kirkbride 1973).
The northern annexes to the central building were constructed of extremely large
bricks (average measurements about 60x40 cm), which in shape and size are clearly related
to the mud bricks used for floor construction in the central building. Besides, traces of
gypsum plaster between two bricks of one of the walls in these northern annexes indicate
the reuse of older mud bricks, a practice also noted in the construction of the mud-brick
floor. This clearly illustrates the close relationship between the central building and the
added part. The narrow, oblong annexes varied in size between 3x0.6 m and 3x1.5 m, had
mud-plastered walls and were all acccessible from the north. This northern side seems to
have been open. No traces of any construction were found which might have closed these
areas (although this may also be due to the original use of less permanent materials, e.g.
wood). Nothing definite can be said about the function of the annexes but a remarkable
similarity in consistency was noted between their floors and the surface found in the open
area or court further north. Perhaps these annexes were unroofed constructions, used in
open-air domestic activities.
Northwest of the main building another structure became visible which was
probably closely related to the other architectural features. Both in orientation and in use
of building materials clear parallels exist. Once again we noted the reuse of older
lime-plastered mud bricks. The thickness of the walls is about 32 cm, comparable to the
wall thickness of the central building. A ca. 55 cm wide doorway seems to be present in
the southeast corner. At least, the northern half of square K16 does not seem to be taken
up by architecture. This open area was probably used in domestic activities as indicated
by dark ashes and other occupation debris, e.g. bones and flint.
The upper strata 3-7, each of which was defined by fragments of mud-brick walls,
adjoining floors, fireplaces and other features, could be recognized on a very restricted
scale only in the extreme northeastern corner of K16 and in the narrow trenches east of
K16. At this time, the western edge of Damishliyya seems to have been an open area
without architectural features, occupation apparently shifting towards the central part of
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the mound. Although speculative, it is suggested that settlement size decreased from
stratum 2 onward.
4.3 The pottery
Pottery was found in small numbers in the early prehistoric strata at Damishliyya. It was
most numerous in the upper stratum 7, whereas the lower strata yielded only few
fragments (Akkermans 1988a, Table 3). No ceramics were found in the basal strata 1-2 and
these may perhaps be termed Tre-Pottery Neolithic'. Actually, most of the early ceramics
stemmed not so much from the true occupation levels as from the large ash pit, ascribed to
the latest phases of early Neolithic occupation at Damishliyya.
Generally the pottery is coarsely handmade and irregularly shaped. The vast
majority of the pottery (ca. 80%) was tempered by means of chaff, whereas the remainder
showed plant temper in combination with mineral inclusions (lime, calcite, fine and coarse
sand). Exclusively mineral temper is very rare, hardly accounting for more than one
percent of the ceramic sample. Virtually all sherds have black or sometimes grey cores,
indicating incomplete oxidation. Firing time must have been very short since in many
cases plant fibres or their silica skeletons are still visible in the section of the vessel wall.
Decoration is virtually absent. A few sherds found on the surface of the mound indicate an
impressed pattern; on the basis of some strong parallels with ceramics from the basal
phases of occupation at Sabi Abyad, this impressed pottery is dated in the later 6th
millennium B.C. Most sherds show a light orange-brown or, less frequently, buff surface
colour. Grey or black-coloured sherds are rare and only found in the lower strata 3-4. Over
half of the sherds found in the excavation indicate a slight burnishing. The remainder has
been scraped. On the interior of some vessels a 3-5 mm thick gypsum coating was present,
probably used to make these vessels more watertight
The Damishliyya pottery displays only little variety in shape. Most common are
large straight-walled or slightly closed pots with simple rounded rims (Fig. 3.3, nos. 1-2).
Over 40% of the recognisable rim sherds indicated this kind of profile. The diameter of
these pots ranges from 10 to 27 cm, whereas the thickness of the vessel wall varies from 7
to 20 mm. Open plain-rim bowls are also numerous and account for about 12% of the total
ceramic sample. These bowls indicate either straight or slightly rounded vessel walls (Fig.
3.3, nos. 4-6). The diameter of these vessels ranges from 7 to 26 cm and the thickness of the
vessel wall ranges from 7 to 20 mm. In these aspects, bowls differ only slightly from pots.
Hole-mouth pots constitute about 8% of the ceramic sample (Fig. 3.3, nos. 7-8). The
diameter of these pots varies between 9 and 30 cm; the thickness of the vessel wall ranges
from 7 to 15 mm. Other types of vessels occur only once or twice. A few fragments of large
vessels with rounded necks were found (Fig. 3.3, no. 9). Other pots had rather flattened
and square rims instead of the common rounded or slightly pinched lips.
Handles are common and not limited to a particular type of vessel. Most numerous
are loop handles, some of which are very large. Ledge handles are rare and occur only in
few cases at Tell Damishliyya. Bases are mostly flat, sometimes rounded. Disc bases are
common.
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4.4 The lithic industry
The vast majority of the chipped-stone industry (about 91 %) consisted of greyish-brown
flint implements (Akkermans 1988a, Pis. 8-10). Flint outcrops are found on top of
calcareous rocks within a distance of 3-5 km from Damishliyya. Here flint implements are
found on the surface, which suggests an early exploitation of these outcrops. These
implements differ, however, from those found at Damishliyya. Besides, the presence of
core fragments and numerous pieces of flint debris at Damishliyya indicate that flint was
brought to the settlement in the form of nodules and processed into tools locally.
About 9% of the chipped implements were made of transparent greyish-black
obsidian. A rare piece of obsidian waste found in excavation and several micro-blade cores
found on the surface of Tell Damishliyya suggest that obsidian was also obtained in the
form of nodules from the Turkish hinterland and subsequently chipped locally. The
distribution of obsidian per stratum indicates an increase in the use of obsidian in the
course of time from 6% in the lower stratum 2 to over 16% in stratum 7 (Akkermans 1988a,
Table 4). Obsidian implements mainly consisted of small and very thin, unretouched
bladelets, whereas only a few larger blades appeared. In stratum 5 an obsidian arrowhead
was found.
Flint blades account for about 9% of the chipped-stone industry at Damishliyya.
Most pieces found during excavation consist of fragments of larger blades. In combination
with small flint and obsidian bladelets this group of multi-functional cutting implements
comprises about 16% of the chipped-stone sample. The actual number of cutting
implements will be much larger if the many flakes of indefinite shape, but wich do show
traces of use traces of use, are included.
Arrowheads occur in small numbers at Damishliyya and hardly account for one
percent of the chipped-stone industry. All arrowheads display a steeply retouched tang
and clearly marked shoulders (Akkermans 1988a, PI. 8), thus resembling Byblos Points
(Cauvin 1968). Some of the Byblos Points indicated pressure-flaking. On the surface of the
mound a few Amuq-like points were found as well (cf. Braidwood and Braid wood 1960).
Other kinds of tools are rather rare. A few scrapers were found, mostly in the form
of end-scrapers on blades with retouched edges. Some small disc-scrapers also occur.
Burins and borers account for a few percent of the chipped-stone industry. Some
micro-borers were found as well. Sickle blades, all displaying a gloss on one edge, account
for about 2% of the tool sample. Sickle blades are often irregularly shaped and have no
teeth. Some of these sickle blades indicate traces of bitumen, which facilitated hafting.
In various strata fragments of chopping tools were found. Most fragments indicate
small axes, but chisels with an asymmetrical bevelled cutting edge seem to be present as
well (Akkermans 1988a, PI. 10). All chopping tools seem to have been made of chlorite and
were manufactured by means of grinding and polishing. None of them showed flaking (cf.
P.A. Akkermans et al. 1983:349-351).
4.5 The stone vessels and other finds
Numerous fragments of stone vessels were found, most commonly indicating small and
carefully made bowls or dishes (Akkermans 1988a, PI. 10). Rim diameters vary between 4
and 17 cm. Most stone vessels were made of alabaster but harder materials such as basalt
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or granite were also used. One fragment of serpentine appeared. When multicoloured
stones were used, they were worked in such a way that the natural banding or other
colour effects served as decoration of the vessel wall. A similar observation was made
earlier at, for example, Bouqras (P.A. Akkermans et al. 1982:53). Another parallel to
Bouqras stoneware is found in a fragment of a small pot with legs, found in stratum 3 at
Damishliyya (cf. P.A. Akkermans et al. 1983:351 and PI. 39).
Some bone awls and spatulas were found in the various strata at Damishliyya. Awls
were made of metapodials, whereas spatulas were made of ribs. Several of these bone
objects indicated a polish due to use. Among the bone objects was a small and stylised
four-legged animal figurine with a tail (Akkermans 1988a, PI. 11, no. 91). The head seems
to be broken. This figurine appeared in the mud-brick debris covering stratum 2.
Two fragmentarily preserved 'stud' figurines were found in stratum 3 and 4,
respectively. These small, cylindrical figurines, made of slightly baked clay, are numerous
at the nearby site of Tell Assouad (Cauvin 1972:88 and Fig. 4:14).
Other finds included a flattened oval stone bead which had been longitudinally
pierced and a flat, more or less rounded, pierced stone. Very few basalt grinding slabs
were found at Damishliyya, most of them coming from the large pit in square K17.
4.6 Halaf occupation at Damishliyya
On the southeastern side of Damishliyya large quantities of Halaf pottery were found on
the surface. This pottery is distributed over an extremely limited area, measuring about
30x20 metres, thus suggesting small-scale occupation. During excavation in squares
K17-K19 four pits were found, dug into the early Neolithic levels and yielding numerous
fragments of Halaf pottery. It is interesting to note the complete absence of architectural
vestiges, which may point to a Halaf occupation of rather short duration. Apparently the
time of occupation was not long enough to cause the accumulation of material used for
shelter. On the basis of the pottery it seems that the Halaf settlement at Damishliyya
belongs to the early 5th millennium B.C. (see chapter 4).
The Halaf pottery found at Damishliyya differs completely from the earlier Neolithic
ceramics. On the basis of shape and manufacture, two main categories of pottery can be
distinguished: Fine Ware and Coarse Ware. The former consists wholly of ceramics
tempered exclusively with minerals. Lime inclusions are particularly common. Other
kinds of temper are rare; sometimes fine sand occurs. About 10% of the pottery seems to
contain no temper at all. Apparently the clay used in pottery production did not always
necessitate the addition of tempering materials. Another possibility is that different
sources of clay were in use. The pottery is well-fired. Black cores are absent but sometimes
slightly grey cores appear. The surface colour is mainly cream-buff, less frequently orange.
The pottery was always smoothed and sometimes a slip was added. This Fine Ware is
virtually always painted; unpainted examples occur in minute quantities and usually
indicate a burnish. Paint is always lustrous and varies in colour from red to black, the
latter being the most common. No less than 75 different design entities were defined, most
of which occur only once or twice. The Damishliyya pottery indicates simple, usually
geometric designs, but a few naturalistic designs were also found. Usually the vessel is
wholly covered with painted patterns. Large areas have been painted solidly.
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In contrast with this large variety in designs, only little variety was noted in vessel shape.
Most common at Damishliyya are very large and wide pots or jars, having flat or slightly
rounded bases (Fig. 3.4, nos. 10-15). Few ring bases appeared. Flaring rims with simple
rounded or pinched lips are characteristic. Most vessels indicate a sharp junction between
neck and shoulder. Few hole-mouth vessels were found, one of which had been provided
with knobs. In contrast with most other Halaf sites excavated, bowls are extremely rare at
Damishliyya (in distribution limited to K19 only). Several bowl shapes are indicated, viz.
open, flaring and closed (Fig. 3.5, nos. 16-20). Few bowls showed an S-shaped profile. A
few 'cream bowls' were also found, all decorated in a simple manner (Fig. 3.5, no. 22).
Another characteristic shape, related to the cream bowls but much larger, is represented
by the so-called Trichtermndbecher (Fig. 3.4, no. 14; Fig. 3.8, no. 42). These vessels all have a
simple decoration consisting of one wide band at the rim and another at the junction
between neck and shoulder. The space in between is either open or filled with a
continuous row of bukrania.
Coarse Ware ceramics constitute a minority within the Halaf pottery sample at
Damishliyya. They were mainly found in pit K19, where they constituted about 16% of the
ceramic sample. This pottery was mainly plant-tempered, sometimes in combination with
sand or lime. Solely coarse sand is also characteristic. A granular texture of the paste is
common in this case. Over 60% of this coarse pottery shows black cores, pointing to a
short firing time. The surface colour is mainly reddish-brown. The majority of this pottery
was scraped. Burnishing is also common.
Vessel shapes display little variability. Thick-walled hole-mouth vessels are
characteristic (Fig. 3.7, no. 35). Sometimes low straight or rounded necks are present (Fig.
3.7, nos. 36-37). Some of these hole-mouth vessels are provided with small conical lugs.
Beside pots a few bowls were also found, characterised by flaring, straight profiles (Fig.
3.7, nos. 38-39).
The pottery found in the various pits at Damishliyya suggests some differences
between these pits. Several shapes and designs seem to be limited to one particular pit.
The largest variability both in vessel shape and design was found in K19, which pit
displayed the full range of shapes found at Damishliyya and also contained a small
quantity of coarse ware. In contrast, the large pit partly uncovered in K17 contained only
four shapes, mainly large pots. Designs strongly differ between the various pits as well.
Only 9 motifs are shared by the pottery found in the pits of both K19 and K17. These
designs consist of simple configurations: horizontal lines, cross hate hing or solidly painted
areas. However, 18 other designs were found in K19 which did not appear in K17, whereas
in this latter square 13 designs appeared which were not present in K19. Although it
remains speculative, a slight temporal difference between the various Halaf pits may be
posited. Some evidence pointing in this direction is found in the stratigraphie sequence:
the large pit found in Kl 9 was cut by two other Halaf pits.
Halaf occupation at Damishliyya is characterised by:
1 a very limited area of occupation;
2 a probably short duration of occupation (no domestic accumulation);
3 a probably repetitive pattern of occupation (chronological differences between pits);
4 differences in pottery, both in shape and design, between the various pits;
5 a remarkably low percentage of bowls; the emphasis is on large pots.
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In view of these characteristics, we may suggest a temporary Halaf occupation at Tell
Damishliyya. Perhaps the site was repeatedly visited for a short time over a number of
years. The absence of architectural remains may also point in this direction. There seem to
have been no permanent buildings; occupation may have been limited to tents or
buildings constructed of less permanent materials, e.g. wood. In this sense, Damishliyya
may represent a seasonal camp site, used in specialised subsistence activities. No doubt,
the site was related to a larger permanent settlement in the neighbourhood. In view of the
highly specific knowledge and production facilities necessary for the manufacture of Halaf
pottery, and in view of the absence of wasters, it is certain that no Halaf ceramics were
locally produced at Damishliyya (see chapter 7). The inhabitants of this small site
apparently had access to an intra-regional exchange network. In the Balikh valley there are
several sites which show some resemblance to Damishliyya, all characterised by sherd
scatters over a highly restricted area (see chapter 5). The present evidence suggests a
functional differentiation between Halaf settlements in the Balikh region.
5 Excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad
5.1 Introduction
Tell Sabi Abyad ('mound of the white boy') is located about 2 km south of the modern
village of Hammam et-Turkman, near the road from Raqqa to Slouk, and approximately
320 m above sea level. The site is part of a group of four mounds dating back to the 7th
and 6th millennium B.C. A small Flachsiedlung dating from the late 2nd millennium B.C. is
also attested here. Apart from Tell Sabi Abyad, the cluster of prehistoric mounds consists
of two probably Pre-Pottery Neolithic sites and one Halafian mound. Nowadays, the latter
site is used as a graveyard for the inhabitants of Hammam et-Turkman and is therefore
almost completely covered by modern graves. A few such burials can also be found in the
northwestern part of Tell Sabi Abyad.
Among local villagers the whole cluster of sites is known as Khirbet Sabi Abyad. For
reasons of convenience and to avoid confusion, we have numbered the various mounds
from I to V. Henceforth in this work Sabi Abyad stands for Tell Sabi Abyad I. When a
French-British team surveyed parts of the Balikh valley in 1978, they visited the Khirbet
Sabi Abyad complex (Copeland 1979, 1982). Four mounds were recognised but only two
were briefly described: Tell Subhi Abiad I' (which is the present burial mound of the
village of Hammam et-Turkman or, in our terminology, Tell Sabi Abyad IV) and Tell
Subhi Abiad II' (which is our Tell Sabi Abyad I). From both sites Halaf and particularly
Ubaid material is reported. The latter is, however, definitely absent from the Khirbet Sabi
Abyad complex. Apparently some coarsely and simply decorated Halaf sherds were
erroneously taken for Ubaid pottery. However, an important Northern Ubaid-related
settlement, Tell Hammam et-Turkman, is found at only 3 km southwest of Sabi Abyad.
The prehistoric mounds are situated in a linear north-south pattern at short
distances from each other. The location of the mounds strongly suggests that the Nahr
et-Turkman, a branch of the Balikh, originally took its course along the complex.
Nowadays, the Nahr et-Turkman flows at a short distance west of the Sabi Abyad mounds
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but its course has frequently been modified for irrigation purposes by local villagers of
Hammam et-Turkman.
Tell Sabi Abyad I is the largest of the prehistoric mounds. The site measures about
240x170 m at its base (about 4.1 ha.) and rises between 5 and 10 m above the surrounding
fields. Actually Tell Sabi Abyad I is not one coherent mound but a cluster of at least four
small mounds which have merged in the course of time. The oldest remains so far have
been found on the northern side of Sabi Abyad. Excavations on the northeastern rise have
yielded 6th millennium remains immediately below the surface. Along the slope traces of
Halaf occupation were also encountered. Since virgin soil has not yet been reached, the
date of the earliest occupation at Sabi Abyad is not yet known. However, some ceramics
found on the surface show close affinity to pottery from the nearby sites of Tell
Damishliyya and Tell Assouad, thereby suggesting a date in the beginning of the 6th
millennium B.C. for the earliest occupation. Later Neolithic remains comparable to those
unearthed in the northeastern area were also found in the southeastern part of Sabi Abyad
but here these strata have been covered by an accumulation of Halaf levels over three
metres thick. Nowadays both the northeastern and the southeastern mounds are about
five metres high, but in Neolithic times there was apparently a considerable difference in
tell heights. The earliest Halaf occupation at Sabi Abyad seems to have been concentrated
in the originally lower southeastern part of the site.
Somewhere in the beginning of the 5th millennium B.C. Sabi Abyad seems to have
been deserted, and it was not before the end of the 2nd millennium B.C. that parts of the
site were reinhabited. The new settlement probably occupied an area of about 100x100 m
on top of the lower prehistoric remains. The present evidence from Sabi Abyad clearly
shows that these 2nd millennium or Late Bronze Age occupation levels and their
associated erosion debris largely account for the filling of the depressions between the
various small prehistoric mounds, thus giving the site its present rather flat and coherent
appearance (Akkermans and Rossmeisl 1990).
Tell Sabi Abyad was selected for excavation for several reasons. The main reasons
are that (1) on survey evidence and theoretical considerations it was thought that Sabi
Abyad might represent a permanently occupied Halaf settlement, surrounded by smaller
'satellites' and perhaps fulfilling a kind of local service function, and (2) surface evidence
suggested that Halaf remains could easily be reached at the site. So far, two seasons of
excavation have been conducted at Sabi Abyad, one in the spring of 1986, the other in the
fall of 1988. Excavations were carried out on both the northeastern and southeastern parts
as well as on the top of the mound and concentrated on the Halaf occupation levels, of
which almost 800 m2 have so far been unearthed in broad horizontal exposures. Earlier
strata of settlement were sampled on a limited scale in various stepped-trench operations
(Fig. 3.10). The results of the first campaign have already been reported on in detail
elsewhere (Akkermans 1987a, 1987b; Akkermans, ed., 1989) and here the emphasis will be
on the second season of excavation.
At present, four main prehistoric phases of occupation can be distinguished,
covering the later part of the 6th millennium and the early part of the 5th millennium B.C.
(5300-4700 B.C.) and termed Balikh HC, IHA, niB and ÜIC respectively (see chapter 4). In
my earlier reports, I proposed a broad twofold chronological division, termed 'Late
Neolithic' and 'Early Halaf. However, further fieldwork made it clear that this
terminology is not only much too general but that it may also cause some confusion since
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Contour map of Tell Sabi Abyad with (in black) the areas of excavation
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the late Neolithic' is actually not the last Neolithic phase; the latter is considered to be
represented by the Halaf culture (for a detailed discussion, see chapter 4).
5.2 Stratigraphy and architecture
The main area chosen for excavation was the relatively low southeastern portion of Sabi
Abyad, but in addition a number of small operations were carried out on the top and on
the northeastern part of the site. The main aim of these trenches was to determine the
extent and the nature of the prehistoric occupation. The results of these soundings are
summarised briefly below, and will be followed by a more detailed discussion of the
excavations on the southeastern mound.
5.2.1 Excavations on the top of Sabi Abyad and on the northeastern mound
Late 6th millennium remains have been reached in narrow soundings on the northeastern
part of Sabi Abyad, which is characterised by a flat bulge rising about five metres above
the surrounding fields. The northern slope is relatively steep but the mound slopes gently
in an easterly and particularly southerly direction. The 1986 excavations yielded scanty
traces of Halafian settlement only in the topmost strata along the northern slope (cf.
Akkermans 1989c:19-22). The larger part of the trenches seemed to contain a thick
accumulation of Halafian debris layers, resting on a similar pre-Halaf Neolithic debris
accumulation. However, a series of trenches laid out in 1988 and oriented east-west has
yielded traces of substantial Halaf architecture still standing to a height of about one
metre. When taking the present evidence into account, there can be little doubt that Halaf
occupation concentrated along the upper eastern slope of the northeastern mound.
However, the extent of Halaf occupation in this area must have been rather limited and
perhaps consisted of only one isolated structure for living (cf. the discussion on settlement
on the southeastern mound below). The duration of settlement must have been limited,
too, for only one main level of Halaf occupation has been recognised so far. The larger part
of the northeastern mound seems to have been uninhabited and used for domestic
open-air activities. This open area was also used for the construction of one or more
circular buildings, as shown by the partially excavated remains of a tholos in trench VS.
The sloping Halafian layers have extended the dimensions of the northeastern
mound considerably. The original Neolithic tell in this area seems to have been much
smaller. The 1986 soundings yielded pre-Halaf Neolithic remains immediately underneath
the top soil on the top of the mound, whereas along the slopes these remains were
partially buried underneath Halaf levels; whether a 'transitional' phase existed,
comparable to the one found in the southeastern area, has yet to be established. The
pre-Halaf Neolithic strata of occupation, represented by wall fragments, floors, etc., have
been exposed on a very limited scale only, due to the narrow size of the various trenches.
However, judging from the artefactual evidence (ceramics, lithics, small finds) and some
radiocarbon dates, the earliest levels that have so far been unearthed in the northeastern
area closely resemble the basal strata found in the southeastern area and date from around
5300 B.C. (see chapter 4). Virgin soil has not yet been reached, despite the fact that the
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lowest trenches reached a depth of almost two metres below the level of the surrounding
fields.
In addition to the trenches in the northeastern part of Sabi Abyad, a series of test
trenches two metres wide and oriented north-south was laid out on the top of the site. For
the larger part, these trenches revealed impressive remains of a huge, monumental
building as well as of domestic structures, all daring from the late 2nd millennium B.C.
(the Late Bronze Age) and covering the lower, prehistoric strata (Akkermans and
Rossmeisl 1990). These prehistoric levels have not yet been reached in a well-defined,
stratigraphie context. A test probe in one of the trenches yielded later Halaf or Balikh HIC
pottery; apparently, early 5th millennium strata can be found here albeit deeply buried.
5.2.2 Excavations on the southeastern mound
So far, our main efforts have been concentrated on the gently sloping, southeastern mound
of Tell Sabi Abyad. The emphasis has been on broad-scale exposure of the Halaf
occupation levels to obtain an insight into Halaf settlement organisation and
developments in the use of space. Well-preserved Halaf strata appeared immediately
below the surface of the southeastern mound; only in the westernmost trenches the
topmost prehistoric levels were partly disturbed by late 2nd millennium building
activities. The excavations yielded a complex sequence over three metres thick of Early
Halaf or Balikh 111B levels, differing in many respects from that established at other sites.
Sabi Abyad showed evidence of a loose aggregation of large rectangular buildings on top,
surrounded along the slopes by rectangular annexes and numerous circular structures
(tholoi) of peculiar construction. It is recalled that Sabi Abyad consists of four or five
separate mounds; when extrapolating the evidence from the two excavated mounds to the
site as a whole, it seems that the Halafian community consisted of only four or five
extended house complexes or households, together perhaps comprising a population of 30
to 50 individuals (see chapter 5 for a detailed discussion on population size). In general,
therefore, the site does not seem to have been densely built on. In this respect, Sabi Abyad
closely adheres to the open outline of modern villages found in the Syrian Jezirah: here,
too, isolated rectangular houses are commonly found, surrounded by smaller rectangular
stables and small round, domed buildings which are used for all kinds of purposes, e.g. as
storage units or places for the baking of bread.
An unexpected but most interesting find was the appearance of earlier Neolithic or
Balikh IIC-HIA occupation levels, immediately preceding the occurrence of Halaf at the
site. No gap in occupation is indicated and Halaf at Sabi Abyad was apparently the result
of a gradual and continuous local process of cultural change. So far, no other excavated
site has provided a similar transitional sequence, as all other investigated sites were newly
founded somewhere in the Halaf period.
The stratigraphical sequence strongly varied from trench to trench, due to a
differential use of space for various activitities. Per square of excavation, a number of
strata and sub-strata were recognised (cf. Akkermans 1989e), regrouped here into eight
main phases or "Levels' of occupation. These Levels emphasise the overall relationships
between the various trenches and delineate coherent building phases. All Levels have
been numbered in order of excavation (i.e. from the top downwards) but will be discussed
in order of accumulation (i.e. from the earliest to the last Level). When relating the various
49
Chapters
Levels to our main periods attested on the southeastern mound, i.e. Balikh EC, UIA and
HIß (see chapter 4), it appears that Levels 8-7 belong to the Balikh IIC period (pre-Halaf
Neolithic), that Levels 6-4 are part of Balikh HIA (transitional Halaf) and that Levels 3-1
represent Balikh ÜIB (early Halaß. This correlation between Level and period is initially
based on developments in pottery typology and technology but is strongly supported by
other categories of artefacts as well.
So far, the earliest Levels 8 to 6 have only been reached in a narrow trench (P15) 9 m
long and 2 m wide along the southern slope of the southeastern mound. The main aim of
this trench was to gain a quick insight into stratigraphy and artefact sequence of the
earliest prehistoric strata of occupation at Sabi Abyad. During the 1986 season of
excavation it had already become clear that at least on the southeastern part of Sabi Abyad
there was a continuous sequence of occupation from the late Neolithic' into the Halaf
period (Akkermans 1987a, 1987b, 1989c). At that time, however, our sole information
pointing in this direction stemmed from a narrow sounding in square PI 4. In order to
confirm these earlier findings, the lower parts of the southeastern area were excavated in
1988 (squares P14, Q14 and Q15) but the emphasis on large-scale exposures hampered the
construction of a lengthy sequence. Work in trench PIS bypassed this restraint and
enabled us to set up a detailed and continuous pottery sequence, embedded within a firm
stratigraphie context. Judging from the ceramic assemblage and some radiocarbon dates,
the earliest Levels reached in P15 are closely related to those exposed on the northeastern
part of Tell Sabi Abyad and date from around 5300-5200 B.C. (see chapter 4). Natural soil
has not yet been reached, despite the considerable depth of trench PI 5 (six metres) and the
fact that the lowest strata unearthed were already almost two metres below the level of the
surrounding fields. Apparently, the surroundings of the site have witnessed a
considerable accumulation of aeolic-fluviatile deposits in the course of time, which hid
part of the mound from view (see chapter 5).
The earliest Levels yielded remains of rectangular mud-brick structures and related
floor levels. In most cases, the architectural features have been covered by considerably
thick layers of erosion. Apparently, these structures were not simply replaced at a certain
time by new buildings but, when abandoned, were left to their fate for some time. In
stratigraphie terms it therefore seems that local hiatuses occur but the overall picture of
our excavations at Sabi Abyad has given ample evidence of the fact that settlement in
general was not interrupted at this time but simply shifted to an area nearby.
Level 8
Level 8, at a depth of almost two metres underneath the level of the surrounding fields,
represents the earliest phase of occupation so far excavated in trench PI 5. This Level
consisted of a ca. 60 cm thick accumulation of alternately grey-black and red-brown layers,
intermingled with ash lenses, charcoal particles and cobbles, and sloping towards the
southeast. In the northwestern corner of trench P15 these sloping layers were laid against a
feature of rectangular shape and consisted of compact clay, which may represent a pisé
wall Large numbers of bones and sherds appeared as well as some pierced sherd disks,
basalt grinding-slab fragments, clay sling bullets and bone awb.
Level 7
The lower Level 8 remains were covered by a 5-6 cm thick surface of grey-brown clay
upon which various mud-brick walls were erected. The walls have been preserved to a
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height of about 80-90 cm and are built up of mud bricks ca. 40 cm wide and 5-6 cm thick.
Parts of two multi-roomed buildings were unearthed, built against each other. The wall
faces are all heavily damaged, most likely due to erosion or related processes of
weathering after the buildings had gone out of use. At this time, the various rooms filled
in with mud-brick debris and layers of red-brown or grey-black ashy soil.
The various architectural features and associated room fill were covered by a ca. 40
cm thick layer of soft, grey-brown soil, intermingled with ashy spots, charcoal and cobbles,
and sloping towards the southeast. Large quantities of bone and sherds were found in this
layer of local erosion. Some small finds appeared, viz. basalt grinding-slab fragments,
pierced sherd disks, parts of stone bowls and bone awls. Artefacts of flint and obsidian
seem to concentrate in a shallow depression in the southeastern comer of trench P15.
Apparently, the filling of the earlier rooms proceeded along different lines: whereas some
rooms showed a more or less horizontal accumulation of debris layers, others showed
evidence of levels of fill steeply sloping towards the south.
Level 6
Level 6 is characterised by parts of two rectangular structures built against each other. The
new buildings, partly preserved to a height of 1.00-1.10 m, were constructed of long but
thin mud bricks measuring 50/40x40x6/8 cm. As in Level 7, the various walls were
heavily damaged by weathering. After the raising of the walls, a mud floor ca. 4-6 cm thick
was laid in the various rooms. Both buildings show considerable differences in floor
elevation and were probably not constructed at the same time (although the temporal
distance between both buildings seems to be minimal).
After the buildings had gone out of use, the rooms filled in with mud-brick
fragments and other domestic debris and were subsequently covered by a ca. 1.5 m thick
layer of red-burnt soil and dark ashes. This deposit is rather homogeneous in nature
although some stratigraphy is indicated. At first sight, this burnt layer seems to point
towards the dumping of ashes, charcoal and the like, but the fact that the upper parts of
the lower walls were heavily affected by fire, which penetrated the walls throughout
(giving them a red-orange colour), suggests that other, fire-related activities were also
carried out at this time. Although it can be argued that this layer suggests a violent
destruction of the Level 6 settlement, this possibility is rejected on stratigraphie grounds
(fill of rooms, thick layer of ashes covering the wall remnants and the fact that some ash
layers begin at a high elevation above the walls) and on the basis of finds in the ash
deposits above the walls (large numbers of sherds and bones, basalt ground tools and a
large, rectangularly hewn stone).
Level 5
After levelling of the Level 6 ashes and burnt-soil layer, new architecture was erected. In
the northern corner of trench PI 5, parts of two walls were found, perpendicular to each
other and bounding a room which was earlier traced in square P14 (stratum 8; see
Akkermans 1989c:25). Both walls were built of compact grey loam, ca. 20 cm wide and
preserved to a height of 60-90 cm. No individual mud bricks could be detected in trench
P15, although these had been recognised earlier in square PH (ibid.). The floor was
characterised by a grey mud plaster, ca. 5 cm thick, whereas the walls were covered by a
ca. 1 cm thick orange mud plaster, in its rum coated by a thin white layer. The room
interior was filled with orange-brown soil and fragments of wall plaster fragments. After
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the building had gone out of use, layers of mud-brick debris and compact grey or brown
soil accumulated up to a height of 0.6-1 m. The Level 5 remains were disturbed by some
pits sunk from the overlying Level 4.
Level 4
Remains of Level 4 were traced over an area of about 400 m2 and, apart from PI 5, can be
related to the lowest strata reached in the southern squares P14, Q14 and Q15 and, most
likely, also to those of the northern squares P12 and Q12. The intermediate squares P13
and Q13, separating the northern trenches from the southern ones, await further
excavation (here Level 3 building remains are still standing to a considerable height) and
therefore permit no direct, unambiguous correlation.
In the southern squares, a small rectangular building of mud bricks appeared,
founded simply on earth and partially supported by buttresses on the edges (Fig. 3.11).
Parts of this construction had already been uncovered in 1986 (square P14, stratum 7B;
Akkermans 1989c:25) and during the subsequent 1988 season we succeeded in completing
its plan. The building, of which the main axis was oriented east-west, was about 8.20 m
long and 3.60 m wide and consisted of a series of narrow rooms, each measuring about
3.30x1.20/1.30 m. The westernmost room was divided into two smaller units, measuring
2.50x1.00 and 2.50x1.80 m respectively. All main rooms were individually accessible from
the north through entrances about 70-80 cm wide. Additional access to the smaller units is
suggested by a small, tapering pivot hole in the western support wall (ibid.).
In one of the rooms, a large keyhole-shaped kiln was partly sunk to a depth of 80 cm into
the floor. The narrow but elongated absidal part (about 160 cm long and 60 cm wide)
probably served as the combustion chamber, whereas the roughly circular part represents
the heating chamber (ca. 100 cm in diameter). The latter was partly filled with blackened
and heat-cracked stones, also found at floor level in the combustion chamber. At least the
combustion chamber seems to have had a superstructure of mud bricks, curving in
towards the top and creating a dome. The heating chamber was probably open. It is
doubtful whether the eastern mud-brick wall bounding the kiln room was truly a dividing
wall raised up to the building's ceiling; if so, the kiln was virtually out of reach for its
users. In this respect, it is more likely that the eastern wall was only of limited height and
served to protect the kiln at floor level from accidental damage (the lack of buttresses at
the northern end of this wall perhaps supports this interpretation). The kiln interior had a
mud plaster which showed only superficial traces of firing; apparently, the temperatures
reached in this kiln were not very high. Earlier, two identical kirns were found in Level 2
(square P13, stratum 4 and 3; cf. Akkermans 1989c:45ff, 71ff), although these stood simply
in the open air. The function of these kilns is far from clear. Most likely, they were used for
the roasting or drying of meat or cereals (ibid.:71-72). In the case of our rectangular
building, the specific construction with thin walls (ca. 35/40 cm wide) and small, separate
rooms, the presence of the kiln and the lack of other domestic utensils suggest that this
building served in some kinds of 'industrial' activities. This is also indicated by the
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Fig. 3.11
Level 4 architecture on the southeastern mound of Tell Sabi Abyad
(in white: Level 3 architecture which has not yet been removed)
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presence of a large court in front of the building. Here various pits and a number of
small, shallow fireplaces and rounded tannurs appeared, as well as some roughly
eight-shaped ovens.
South of the rectangular building, a large circular building or tholos of an unusual
type at Sabi Abyad appeared. Apart from some slight disturbances by pits of later time,
the building is well-preserved, with walls still standing to a height of about 70 cm. Along
the base the tholos was partly undercut by rain water and/or soil moisture (cf. Akkermans
1989c:30). The building consisted of two rooms, one circular and one rectangular. The
building was conceived at a single moment in time since the walls of both rooms were
bonded. However, mud bricks of slightly different sizes were used for each room. Thus,
the wall of the circular ground plan consisted of small and more or less rectangular bricks,
measuring ca. 25x25/30x8/10 cm, whereas the walls of the rectangular antechamber had
rectangular bricks measuring 40/45x30/35x8/10 cm. Both the interior and exterior wall
faces were covered with a grey mud plaster, ca. 2.5 cm thick. The circular room had an
interior diameter of 3.25 m, whereas the antechamber had a width of 2 m and a length of at
least 3 m (the exact length could not be established since part of the antechamber is still
hidden in the south section). The main entrance to the building seems to be a 80 cm wide
doorway in the western long wall of the antechamber, whereas the tholos was entered
from this antechamber through a ca. 100 cm wide doorway. The latter entrance showed a
mud-brick threshold. Similar thresholds were repeatedly observed at Sabi Abyad and may
have served to create a flat surface in a specific room. Actually, most Halaf buildings at
Sabi Abyad simply follow the slope of the mound; in most cases no foundation works or
levelling of the area intended for building was observed. Occasionally the fall of the slope
was considerable, thus necessitating the construction of thresholds and partial raising of
the floor to create flat surfaces for living. The Level 4 tholos gave clear evidence in support
of this view since the circular room showed a rather flat floor of tamped mud, situated at a
higher elevation than that in the neighbouring antechamber.
In various aspects, this tholos differs from the ones found in the later phases of Halaf
occupation at Sabi Abyad (although it is evident that, on the basis of only one building, it
cannot be said whether these differences have any chronological significance). Thus, the
present tholos is the only circular structure with a rectangular antechamber so far
excavated at Sabi Abyad. All others are simple round buildings, often appearing in
clusters. Moreover, the present building lacks the burnt interior plaster most characteristic
of the later tholoi (see Akkermans 1989c:59ff). In this respect, the Level 4 tholos is so far
only comparable with a partly excavated tholos found on the northeastern mound.
Apparently, different types of tholoi were in use at Sabi Abyad but what reason underlies
this variability is not clear. Earlier I suggested that the tholoi at Sabi Abyad served for
storage, the hard-burnt plaster keeping the vermin out (ibid.), but in the case of the Level 4
tholos it may well be that this building was used for living. Unfortunately, no fireplaces,
bins or other features which might offer any clue as to function were found in the tholos.
Concerning the circular room, it is worth noting that the interior diameter was the same as
Mallowan first suggested to term the circular buildings commonly found at Halafian sites as 'tholoi",
this on the basis of some broad parallels in layout with Mycenean tombs of much later date (Mallowan
and Rose 1935:25ff). For a detailed discussion on the tholoi of Sabi Abyad, see Akkermans 1989c:59ff.
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that of the other tholoi found at Sabi Abyad, suggesting that the basic principles of
construction were identical. Smaller ones are only rarely found, whereas larger ones are
absent. These tholoi are commonly reconstructed as dome-shaped buildings but in the
case of the Level 4 tholos no traces of incurving walls were found (see also ibid.:60).
Buildings with circular ground plan and rectangular antechamber are traditionally
regarded as characteristic of the later stages of the Halaf period but the present evidence
from Sabi Abyad clearly shows that this view is incorrect; here this kind of building
appeared in one of the earliest Halaf phases of occupation known so far.
The antechamber is flanked on both sides by rectangular mud-brick buildings, only
small parts of which have been excavated so far. At least the westernmost rectangular
building was added to the tholos in a slightly later stage for it was partially built upon a
large filled-in pit sunk from the same surface upon which the tholos stood. This pit,
having a depth varying between 1 and 1.20 m (it has not been possible to establish its exact
width as yet), seems to have been lined by a mud-brick wall. The pit contained several
layers of mud-brick debris, loose soil of various colours, ashes and charcoal. Large
quantities of sherds and bones were found. At a time when this pit had already been filled
in for the larger part, a fireplace of irregular outline was sunk into it. Finally, the pit went
out of use and the above-mentioned mud-brick building was founded upon it. Flimsy
traces of mud-brick walls, preserved to a height of 10-15 cm only, also appeared northeast
of the tholos. These walls do not seem to define a room but it is more likely that they
bound an open, unroofed area.
After the various Level 4 buildings had gone out of use, a period of local erosion set
in. The lower parts of Sabi Abyad were largely given up and occupation seems to have
shifted towards the higher-situated central areas of the mound. In Level 3 times some
buildings were erected along the lower slope but these features were probably all of
subsidiary nature and outside the area of occupation proper. The first main layer of
secondary fill was about 40-50 cm thick and surrounded the various architectural features.
It generally consisted of hard, red-brown loam, intermingled with mud-brick fragments.
Accumulation of debris in and around the tholos apparently proceeded along different
lines: whereas the area around the tholos showed a rather homogeneous packing of loam,
the tholos interior was filled with various layers of grey or black ashes and mud-brick
debris. After abandonment, the building must still have stood in a ramshackle state for a
long time, forming a basin-like area gradually filled in with apparently deliberately
dumped occupation debris. At a certain time, a layer of dark ashes covered the
architectural features and soft red-brown soil intermingled with ash lenses accumulated
upon this ash band. From this second main level of erosion material and domestic debris,
some pits were sunk, partly disturbing the lower architectural features.
In the northern squares P12-Q12, traces of a multi-roomed, rectangular house
complex were unearthed, most likely to be associated with the findings in the southern
trenches. As mentioned above, part of this house is hidden below still standing Level 3
building remains and awaits further excavation. Two stages of construction can be
recognised in the Level 4 house, both of which are closely related. The earliest one is
represented by a rather large room (found in square Q12), bounded by mud-brick walls
about 35 cm wide and simply founded on earth. These walls were partly used as
foundations for the next. Level 3, stone wall (see below). A doorway ca. 100 cm wide gave
access to the room from the north. The room itself showed evidence of a hard-tamped and
repeatedly renewed mud floor, into which a stone mortar had been sunk. By means of a
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lining of animal bones, this mortar was solidly crammed into the floor. Around this
mortar, the floor was covered by broken but restorable ceramic vessels, sherd disks, bone
awls and spatulas, some basalt pestles and implements of flint and obsidian, all likely to
represent in- situ finds.
The second building stage started with the blocking of the main room's entrance
with mud bricks and with the subsequent construction of a series of very small rooms,
varying in size between about 1.25x0.75 m and 1.75x0.75 m (Fig. 3.11). All these rooms had
thin mud-brick walls (25-30 cm wide), lacking any foundations. In only one instance an
exterior doorway was recognised at floor level; in all other cases, access seems to have
been gained either at an higher elevation or from the roof. It must, however, be stressed
that the various walls stood to a limited height (two bricks only); when assuming the use
of mud-brick thresholds (commonly found at Sabi Abyad), more entrances at floor level
can easily be inferred. A similar series of extremely small rooms, arranged in a row
oriented east-west, was observed in the neighbouring square P12. As to the function of
these tiny rooms we can only speculate. In view of the small size, the virtual lack of finds
and the absence of structural features like ovens or bins, some kind of storage function is
the most likely. The sections made it clear that the rooms were situated along the very
edge of the Level 4 settlement of the southeastern mound, where the mound rapidly
sloped in a northern direction.
The in-situ finds in the main room suggest that use of the Level 4 building suddenly
came to an end. However, no traces of fire or destruction were recognised. The present
limited height of the various architectural features in the north is most likely due to a
general levelling of the area to facilitate the construction of the next, Level 3, stone wall
and terrace. Some of the mud-brick walls were used as foundations for this stone wall and
the area as a whole seems to have been filled in with rather clean soil brought from
elsewhere.
Level 3
The Level 3 remains, partially standing to a height of 1.5 m, were among the
best-preserved at Sabi Abyad and could be traced over an extensive area, i.e. around 770
m2. Basically, this Level is characterised by two large, rectilinear buildings on top of the
southeastern mound, surrounded by various circular structures and rectangular annexes
on the slopes (Figs. 3.12 and 3.15). The stratigraphy in the various squares of excavation
was highly complex and differed to a considerable extent from area to area. The various
architectural features were not constructed as a whole at one time but were erected in a
lively and dynamic, long-term process of initial building, subsequent alterations or
replacement of earlier features, and changes in the use of domestic space.
Level 3 seems to have started with the partial levelling of the lower Level 4
architectural features in the north-central squares (the areas along the southern slope seem
to have already been given up for occupation at an earlier stage) and the construction of a
huge stone wall. This wall consisted of hewn gypsum blocks, at least two rows wide
(about 0.8 m), which must have come from the Pleistocene terraces at a distance of 5-10 km
east of Sabi Abyad. The wall is oriented more or less east-west and could be traced over a
considerable distance in squares P12, Q12 and Q13; the presence of stones below the floor
level of the neighbouring square R15 building lu strongly suggests a continuation in an
eastern direction. In square P12, the wall seems to be leaping slightly towards the south
but the most curious feature is the heavily enforced and almost tower-like projection in
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square Q13 (Figs. 3.12-3.13). For the larger part, the wall was well-preserved (only in
square PI 2 was it disturbed by pits coming down from Late Bronze Age phases of
occupation) and still stood to its original height of about 1.5 m. That it was not sunk into
the tell is shown by an exterior facade plaster and the presence of the large mud-brick
building built against this facade soon after the construction of the wall. The southern,
exterior facade was carefully finished: the stones were hewn regularly to create a smooth,
more or less straight surface and subsequently a ca. two cm thick layer of mud plaster was
applied, in its turn covered by a thin (ca. 2-3 mm) white coating. In contrast, the interior
was roughly executed, with the wall becoming increasingly narrow towards the top, and
completely filled with loose and rather dean soil. Most likely, this wall at first served as a
kind of retaining wall supporting a terrace on top and along the northern slope of the
southeastern mound. In this the north-south oriented parts may have served as 'grips',
clamping the support wall into the terrace and strengthening it to withstand the terrace's
lateral thrust. If a terrace was indeed present in the northern squares, it must have been
one of exceptional size. So far its northern boundaries have not yet been found and, when
taking into account that already in Level 4 times the southeastern mound sloped
considerably towards the north, it follows that enormous amounts of earth must have
been brought in to create this terrace. The function of this terrace still remains enigmatic.
In the areas enclosed by the wall no architecture or other features were encountered and
originally the wall does not seem to have carried a mud-brick superstructure. Only at a
later stage parts of the stone wall were incorporated in the large mud-brick building I
found in square Q13 (Fig. 3.12).
At a certain time, the terrace and its stone wall seem to have lost their proper
meaning. Extensive mud-brick complexes were erected in the areas immediately south of
the retaining wall and parts of the wall were now used as a foundation for mud-brick
walls. Other mud-brick walls were set against the exterior facade plaster of the terrace
wall, thus hiding it largely from view. However, the wall itself was wholly left intact.
Moreover, no structures were found in the area actually enclosed by the terrace wall; for
some reason or other this area was left untouched. Only from square R15 we have some
vague and as yet by no means unambiguous indications that parts of the stone wall were
built over. That the terrace was still a major structural feature defining the settlement plan
to a considerable extent can also be deduced from the orientation of the mud-brick
buildings, which all take proper account of the terrace.
On top of the southeastern mound we now find a large rectilinear complex, basically
consisting of two separate but closely related buildings, surrounded on the slopes by
various circular and rectangular auxiliary structures (Figs. 3.12 and 3.15). Parts of this
well-preserved architecture (the walls were standing to a height of 0.5 to 1.2 metre) had
already been exposed in 1986 (cf. Akkermans 1987a:27,1989c:36ff) and during the 1988
season we succeeded in completing its layout. The western building, here termed building
I, comprised 14 small to very small rooms (the largest one hardly covering 5 m2). The
building was constructed of thick mud-brick walls (width ca. 50-60 cm), consisting of
longitudinal rows of mud bricks supplemented by bricks of half size. The walls of the two
westernmost rooms 1 and 2 (i.e. those excavated in 1986) were founded on stones but
whether this holds for the other walls, too, remains to be investigated (so far, only one of
the newly excavated walls has been partially removed; this one was indeed founded upon
stones albeit of much smaller size than those of the westernmost walls). We have some
indications that the westernmost rooms 1-2 were added to the main building (rooms 3-14)
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Fig. 3.12
Level 3 architecture on the southeastern mound of Tell Sabi Abyad (early phase)
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at a slightly later stage: (1) the north-south orientation of the rooms, in marked contrast
with the other units all oriented east-west, (2) the shifted east-west walls, leaping
northwards with regard to the building's main axis, and (3) the separate, stepped entrance
from the west. Moreover, in one of the western rooms a fannur-like oven was present, not
found in any of the other rooms. The building's exterior facade was supported by a series
of large buttresses at wall junctions. In the north, the mud-brick walls were partly set
against the plastered stone wall and partly built upon this stone wall (Fig. 3.12).
Circulation through the building was enhanced by a series of narrow doorways
(width ca. 40-50 cm), each having a mud-brick threshold. However, some rooms lacked an
entrance at floor level and apparently these rooms were accessible either through a
passage situated at a higher elevation in the wall or from the roof of the building. In one
instance, a doorway appeared to have been blocked by mud bricks (i.e. the doorway
between rooms 11 and 12). The main entrance to the building, ca. one metre wide, was
found in the northeast, situated at the end of a 1.80 m wide passage between the stone wall
and one of the newly erected mud-brick walls (Figs. 3.12-3.13). This entrance gave a
somewhat monumental appearance in that it had a low, thickly white-plastered staircase
with two steps. The stone wall still contained its white coating upon a mud plaster,
whereas the opposite mud-brick wall showed a thick and at least twice-renewed calcite
plaster identical to that of the staircase2 . In addition, this mud-brick wall showed
evidence of a large niche, at a later stage divided into two smaller, plastered niches with a
shallow basin in front (Fig. 3.15). In the case of the present building, exterior wall
plastering (apart from a mud plaster) has further been observed only on the western
facade where a second stepped entrance was found . Here buttresses on the corners of the
building bounded a low, white-plastered bench built of two rows of mud bricks on a stone
foundation. By stepping on this bench one reached a 60 cm wide doorway which gave
access to the narrow room behind. Whether subsequent rooms could be reached from here
is doubtful in view of the lack of further doorways. However, the thick white plaster of the
western entrance and its surroundings suggests that this entrance was of an equal overall
importance as the one found in the northeast. The third entrance to the building, found in
the southwest (room 11), seems to be of lesser importance. Actually, it can be questioned
whether this small doorway (width ca. 50 cm) was originally meant to form a link between
the exterior and the interior, and whether the present picture is not a distorted one as a
result of erosion or later construction works. The presence of two heavily eroded walls in
front of this doorway suggests that two further rooms were added to the building and that
the entrance served as an interior connection. In size, location and finishing (mud-brick
threshold, simple mud plaster), too, the entrance closely resembles the other interior
doorways linking the various rooms.
X-ray diffraction made it clear that exterior wall plastering at Sabi Abyad involved the use of calcite.
Pure gypsum or gypsum in association with calcite was used in the plastering of pits and shallow basins
(Rehhoff et al, in prep.).
Earlier, it was reported that also northern face of the building had a white coating (Akkermans 1987a:26);
however, it has now become clear that this plaster is not part of the mud-brick face but belongs to the
stone wall immediately behind the mud-brick wall.
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Isometric reconstruction of Level 3 building I
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It may be the case that the building was also accessible from the north, i.e. from the terrace
situated higher up. The major indication pointing in this direction comes from room 3. The
walls bounding this room were preserved to a considerable height (ca. one metre) and did
not show any signs of a doorway, except perhaps in the north. Here it appeared that the
mud-brick walls, set against the stone wall, did not join: a ca. 60 cm wide opening is
present, as regards size and location in perfect agreement with the doorways found in the
rooms further south. Moreover, the mud-brick wall founded upon the stone wall ended
precisely at the junction with the mud-brick wall running north-south; at this point the
stone wall also contained a door-pivot stone. In view of the considerable height differences
between the floor level in room 3 and the neighbouring terrace, it seems that some kind of
ladder must have been used to enter the room. In this sense, room 3 must have had an
almost cellar-like appearance. Actually, we have some indications that the building
consisted of two storeys: (1) the extremely small size of all the rooms, which are hardly
suitable for living in, (2) the lack of doorways in various rooms, suggesting that these were
accessible from the roof only, (3) the considerable width of the walls, which are all much
stronger than necessary for simple, one-storey constructions (it must be recalled that all
auxiliary buildings had rather thin walls only one brick wide), (4) the investment in stone
foundations, (5) the presence of large buttresses along the exterior facade, and (6) the
virtual lack of domestic features like ovens, benches and bins in these rooms. Other finds
were rare, too, as most rooms were wholly devoid of finds except for materials
undoubtedly representing secondary deposits. The floor of the westernmost room yielded
a number of small ceramic vessels, a flattened pierced stone and a worked bone fragment,
all considered to be in situ (cf. Akkermans 1989c:39). Another in-situ find appeared in
room 11: here a pile of unbaked clay objects of all sorts were found on the floor, including
some very stylised human and animal figurines, miniature vessels, balls, rectangular
plaquettes, disks and cones (Fig. 3.23). One fragment showed traces of a stamp seal
impression (Fig. 3.23, no. 9; see also chapter 8). Finally, in room 5 fragments of large
storage vessels appeared, whereas in the neighbouring room 4 a complete but warped,
painted bowl was found on the floor. If, indeed, a second storey was present, this one
must have contained the actual areas of living whereas the lower one may have served
mainly for storage. However, that other domestic activities were also pursued is indicated
by the in-situ finds and the presence of an oven in the western room 2.
The elongated but extremely narrow eastern building II, oriented more or less
north-south (Figs. 3.12 and 3.14), is of a rather curious shape. The building is about l lm
long and 3 m wide, and was divided into a parallel series of tiny rooms and narrow
passages. Hardly any finds came from this building, apart from a complete, painted bowl
situated on the floor of the southwestern room 4. Except for its overall shape, the eastern
building resembles the western one in all respects: the size and shape of the tiny rooms,
the width and the construction of the small doorways, the size of the walls and the
presence of buttresses along the exterior facade are all similar. The central niche in the
eastern wall had a low, white-plastered bench of mud bricks founded on stones, closely
resembling the recessed bench found around the westernmost entrance of building I. That
both buildings were designed and constructed at more or less the same time is also
suggested by the course of the southern facade which wholly adheres to that of the
western building. Interestingly enough, hardly any levelling of the tell surface seems to
have taken place to facilitate the construction of building C: its walls simply followed the
course of the slope and, as a consequence, wall bases differed considerably in elevation. A
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Fig. 3.14
Isometric reconstruction of Level 3 building II
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good example is the eastern wall of the building, which showed differences in wall base
elevation of up to 50 on over a distance of only 10 m. Building n was accesible from the
east only, through two doorways situated at the far ends of the building. At least in front
of the southeastern entrance a court was present bordered by white-plastered walls. Along
the court wall opposite the entrance over a thousand sling missiles of unbaked clay were
found, all stored in narrow, rounded containers sunk into the floor. For the larger part, the
exterior facades of the building were covered by a white coating; only the northern face
opposite the small auxiliary building III and the western face directly opposite the western
building I did not show traces of white plastering. It therefore seems that the application
of a white coating was restricted to those features which were immediately visible to the
public It must be recalled that in the case of the western building I a white coating was
observed around the main entrances to the building in the east and west. Only the
southern facade was not white-plastered, a feature not unexpected in view of the presence
of the multi-roomed subsidiary building IV immediately in front of this southern face (cf.
Fig. 3.15).
On the slopes the main architecture was surrounded by a series of circular and
rectangular subsidiary structures. A distinct temporal difference in the construction of
these features can be noted. Whereas the main building gave evidence of minor alterations
only and remained in use for a considerable period of time, its surroundings witnessed a
lively domestic activity with structures being rapidly replaced. The present stratigraphie
evidence clearly shows that the main rectilinear buildings stood at the very top of the
southeastern mound and that the slope incline at the time of construction was much more
persistent, i.e. much less gradual, than it appears from the modern view.
During the 1986 season a series of tholoi was found in square P14, at that time
considered to represent a major building level to be distinguished from the rectilinear
architecture mainly found in the neighbouring square P13 (Akkermans 1987a:26).
However, further work in 1988 made it clear that these tholoi represent the earliest series
of auxiliary structures to be associated with the main rectilinear Level 3 buildings. In the
course of time, these tholoi were supplanted by other circular structures, in their turn
finally replaced by small, multi-roomed rectangular architecture. In total, the lower slopes
witnessed a 1.20 m thick accumulation of at least four stages of occupation, all to be
associated with the main buildings.
The lowest phases of auxiliary building so far consist of circular structures,
appearing in small clusters of two or three. The Sabi Abyad tholoi have already been
discussed in detail elsewhere (Akkermans 1989c:59ff) and here their characteristics will be
briefly summarised. Most tholoi had an interior diameter of about 3-3.25 m (some were
smaller, none larger) and were built of mud bricks simply founded on earth. The exterior
facade was mud-plastered, in most cases subsequently covered by a thin gypsum coating,
which gave these buildings a brilliant white appearance. In general, these buildings are
reconstructed as beehive-shaped, but we do have some indications that the Sabi Abyad
tholoi had flat or pitched roofs. In the centre of one tholos, a stone platform appeared
which most likely served to support a wooden post. Further room partioning was
achieved by small wooden posts slightly sunk into the floor or, in the case of a tholos
uncovered in 1988, by a dividing wall of mud bricks. The tholoi were accessible through
doorways varying in width from 60 to 90 on. Occasionally, a mud-brick threshold was
found and in one case such a threshold contained a small plastered, tapering hole serving
as a door socket. Only one tholos showed evidence of a small, rectangular fireplace along
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the wall. In two major aspects, the tholoi from the upper Levels at Sabi Abyad differ from
the one earlier found in Level 4, i.e. (1) the lack of a rectangular antechamber, and (2) the
presence of a hard-burnt interior plaster. Unquestionably, the latter was created
intentionally: apparently, these buildings were filled with fuel and subsequently set on fire
(ibid.:59). The resulting hard-burnt surface may then have acted as a highly
vermin-resistant coating and points to a storage function for these simple, one-roomed
buildings. Around some of the tholoi vast quantities of burnt wheat were found in 1986,
virtually free of field weeds and undoubtedly representing a burnt stockpile originally
stored in the tholoi (ibid.:29,64; Van Zeist and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen 1989:332). A similar
find was done in 1988 around a tholos further north: here, too, several m3 of burnt cereals
appeared in a 5-30 cm thick layer, spread out over almost half of square Q14 and part of
Q13. Apparently, the destruction of subsistence supplies by fire was not a restricted,
accidental feature but it affected a considerable part of the storage facilities on the
southeastern mound, and as such perhaps points into the direction of warfare or raiding.
However, that this destruction had only a limited effect on occupation is suggested by the
rapid replacement of the tholoi by new ones (partly founded upon the lower buildings)
and the absence of any traces of violence in the main architecture on top of the mound (it
must, however, be recalled that many hundreds of clay sling missiles were found in
association with the main building). Actually, the tholoi at Sabi Abyad seem to have had a
restricted lifetime: hardly any of them showed signs of repair and, after a rather short
period of time, most structures seem to have been simply supplanted by new ones,
founded upon the lower, levelled building remains (ibid.:32ff).
Ultimately, the various Level 3 tholoi in the southern area seem to have been
replaced by two rectangular structures, one immediately south of the main buildings, the
other further down the slope (Fig. 3.15). The former one (building IV) partly cut a tholos
which was already out of use but which was still standing to a considerable height
(ibid.:44). That circular structures remained in use is shown by the appearance of such
buildings in the upper Level 2-1 strata of occupation. Parts of building IV were found
during the 1986 season and already at that time considered to have been added to the
main building I at a later stage (cf. Akkermans 1987a:27,1989c:36). The added complex
consisted of a series of elongated, narrow rooms oriented roughly north-south on the
flanks, connected by a similarly small-sized room oriented east-west. The rather narrow
walls were built of mud bricks and lacked any foundations. The floors in the various
rooms consisted of hard-tamped mud. In the centre of the easternmost-but-one room, a
large, flat stone was found on the floor which may have served to support a wooden post.
Access to the tiny rooms was gained from the south through narrow doorways, marked
on both sides by buttresses. In the open area immediately in front of the easternmost
rooms, traces were found of a largely eroded pavement of small sherds and whitish
fragments of limestone or gypsum. In front of the western half of the building, some walls
bounded a small, unroofed enclosure.
The rectilinear building down the slope (building V) is only fragmentarily
preserved. A mud-brick wall, ca. 35 cm wide and founded upon large, irregularly hewn
gypsum stones, ran east-west and stood perpendicular to a similar wall running
north-south. The latter wall, immediately underneath the topsoil, was preserved to a
length of about one metre only; most likely, the stones were removed in later times to
serve other purposes. In this respect, it is worth mentioning that at the point where the
north-south wall ends, a large but shallow pit was present, yielding Late Bronze Age
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Level 3 architecture on the southeastern mound of Tell Sabi Abyad (late phase)
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ceramics. In the southwestern corner of square Q15, a single gypsum boulder was found,
which may originally have formed part of the Level 3 building. Associated with this
building were some small pits, one of which showed a white interior plaster (gypsum?).
At the time when the rectilinear buildings in the southern area were constructed, the
small two-roomed structure (building IK) in the northern square R12 may have been built
as well. Basically, this building consisted of one room, measuring ca. 3x2.70 m and
separated by a small, free-standing wall into two smaller units (Fig. 3.15). The northern
face of the building was wholly open, thus giving this structure a stable-like appearance.
By a ca. 1.30 m wide passage this subsidiary structure was separated from the main
building II further south.
Level 2
Somewhere around 5050 B.C., the Level 3 occupation seems to have come to an end. The
buildings went out of use and fallen mud bricks (no doubt the remains of the structures'
collapsed upper walls) and occupational debris rilled the lower part of the rooms. Small
pits dug into the fill of these rooms indicate that, after their abandonment, the former
buildings still stood to some height and were reused for various open-air domestic
activities. Numerous pits appeared as well as bmnur-like ovens, fireplaces and small
white-plastered basins, around which thick layers of ashes and other occupational debris
had rapidly accumulated (cf. Akkermans 1989c:44ff). The various features were definitely
not all of them constructed at the same time but showed evidence of a lively and
constantly changing use of space. Most remarkable were two large keyhole-shaped kirns,
virtually identical to the one found in the lower Level 4 (ibid.:45, 47-48). So far, no true
dwellings have been uncovered; apparently, the residential architecture contracted or was
moved to another part of the site. The presence of a tholos in one of the upper Level 2
strata suggests that this residential area can be found in the nearby western squares
O13-O14.
Level 1
The topmost level of prehistoric occupation on the southeastern mound consisted of
multi-roomed, rectilinear architecture, the larger part of which had already been exposed
during the 1986 campaign (cf. Akkermans 1989c:37-38,50ff). In 1988 we were able to add a
series of rooms to the existing plan (Fig. 3.16). The structures appeared immediately below
the surface of the tell and had been heavily damaged by erosion (particulary the southern
and southeastern parts). The various walls, built of crumbly, reddish-brown mud bricks,
stood to a height of one to three bricks only and were simply founded on earth.
Basically, there seem to have been three separate buildings, divided from each other
by narrow alleys oriented more or less north-south (Fig. 3.16). The westernmost building I
is only fragmentarily preserved; for the larger part this building was destroyed by a large
Late Bronze Age pit coming down from the tell's surface in this area (ibid.:55). The central
building n mainly consisted of a series of narrow but elongated rooms, oriented either
north-south or east-west. Most of the walls were bonded but there were some exceptions;
apparently, the building was not conceived and constructed as a whole but built in stages
(although the time lapse may have been minimal). The wall faces showed mud plaster, in
some rooms covered by a thick white coating Obid.:51). On the floor in the northwestern
corner of the easternmost room of building II, a small accumulation of burnt grain was
found as well as a lightly burnt cattle scapula. Part of the grain was submitted for
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Fig. 3.16
Level 1 architecture on the southeastern mound of Tell Sabi Abyad
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radiocarbon analysis, yielding a date of 5025 ± 30 B.C. (see chapter 4). In front of the
central building a tholos was present, partly sunk into the tell slope . The easternmost
building HI consisted of a rectangular main room, measuring ca. 3x2.25 m, supplemented
by two much smaller (and partially preserved) rooms in the east. In the main room a small
oven appeared, partly sunk into the floor and with a domed superstructure. An opening
was present at floor level. No such oven was encountered in any of the other rooms of the
various buildings. On the floor immediately west of the oven two small pestles (one of
basalt, the other of granite), a stone hammer and a broken but restorable, painted jar were
found. A basalt mortar appeared at the northern end of the narrow passage between
buildings u and IE.
The Level 1 architecture seems to have covered the top of the southeastern mound in
a ribbon-like manner. Along both the northern and the southern slopes, the various
buildings seem to have been surrounded by large open areas, for no prehistoric features to
be associated with the architecture on top of the mound were encountered here .
Particularly the area north of the various buildings turned out to be virtually free of
artefacts, bones and the like: apparently, for some reason or another this area was kept
clean.
Judging from the radiocarbon sample taken from building D, the prehistoric
settlement on the southeastern mound seems to have come to an end at around 5000 B.C.
The presence of some later Halafian (i.e. early 5th millennium) sherds in the erosion layers
covering the Level 1 features suggests that Tell Sabi Abyad was not wholly abandoned.
Similar evidence comes both from the trenches on the northeastern mound and from the
ones on the top of the site. Apparently, Halafian settlement shifted or contracted to other
parts of Sabi Abyad; at least the southeastern mound now became a deserted area on the
margin of the new settlement.
53 The pottery
The 1986 and 1988 excavations at Sabi Abyad each yielded tens of thousands of sherds and
several complete vessels from the various Levels of occupation. The pottery from the 1986
season has already been treated in detail elsewhere (Akkermans 1989d) but the 1988
ceramics still await analysis for the larger part (actually, this holds for the other artefact
categories as well). The bulk of the latter pottery comes from the Halafian Levels (as did
most of the pottery from the 1986 season) and seems to confirm our earlier findings to a
large extent. More promising, however, are the newly retrieved ceramics from the lower
Levels of occupation, presenting a first insight into pre-Halaf Neolithic pottery
This tholos had already been found during the 1986 season of excavation (square P14, stratum 2,
tholos C; cf. Akkermans 1989c:36-37) and was at that time incorrectly ascribed to Level 2.
In 1986, along the northern section of square P13 a wall fragment and a tannur-like oven were found,
at that time thought to be part df the Level 1 architecture (Akkermans 1989c:51 ). The 1988 excavation,
however, has made it clear that these features were part of the Late Bronze Age architecture found in
the neighbouring square PI2 (cf. Akkermans and Rossmeisl 1990).
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developments and into the local transition from pre-Halaf Neolithic to Halaf. This late 6th
millennium pottery was found both on the northeastern and the southeastern mound.
However, it is recalled that in many respects the stratigraphie context of the northeastern
mound (trenches US to Y5) was much less clear than that of the southeastern mound
(trench P15); whereas the latter gave evidence of a firm and well-ordered sequence of
building levels, the trenches on the northeastern mound largely consisted of debris layers
without architectural features or floor levels. In the light of the above, I have decided here
to present a summary account of ceramic development on the southeastern mound, based
upon (1) the 1986 pottery analysis (mainly describing the pottery from the Halaf phases of
occupation) and (2) a preliminary study of the pottery from trench PIS.
Originally, three different wares were recognised, viz. Coarse Ware, Fine Ware and
Grey-Black Ware (ibid.). In this context 'ware' is defined as a category of ceramics
distinguished on the basis of clay composition, firing, surface treatment and range of
shapes (Hole et al. 1969:109; Rice 1987:5). As a whole, the various wares are easily
distinguishable although the specific technological and typological traits of each category
are not necessarily limited to one ware group only. A more detailed specification, mainly
on the basis of temper, suggests that within each ware group numerous subdivisions can
be made; apparently, pottery production at Sabi Abyad was far from standardised (M. Le
Mière, pers. comm.).
Coarse Ware consists of roughly and irregularly shaped, thick-walled ceramics,
mainly tempered with chopped straw. Mineral tempering materials occur in low
quantities and are usually found in combination with plant inclusions. The section of the
vessel wall generally shows a distinct dark core ('sandwich' pattern), indicating
incomplete oxidation. Most of the pottery is scraped, with a rough and scratched surface.
Decoration occurs rarely but burnishing is commonly found. The surface usually has a
brown or orange-brown colour. In contrast, Fine Ware is made of finely textured clay and
is mainly lime-tempered. The pottery is well-fired, showing evenly coloured vessel walls
without distinct cores. Surface colours are light (cream or buff). The vast majority of the
Fine Ware ceramics were painted. The third major ware category, i.e. Grey-Black Ware, is
characterised by a grey or black surface colour (although occasionally a reddish-pink
colour is also found) which is due to firing under reducing circumstances. In most cases,
this pottery has been burnished. These ceramics are virtually always mineral-tempered
(lime or fine sand) and commonly have a brittle and granular texture. In most cases, the
section of the vessel wall shows a dark core, although in other instances the vessel was
blackened throughout. A clay analyis made it clear that our Grey-Black Ware actually
comprises two wholly different kinds of ceramics, viz. a locally-made variety of grey- or
black-coloured pottery and a foreign variety resembling the Dark-Faced Burnished Ware
of the Amuq in all respects. The latter variety undoubtedly represents an import product
from western Syria or Cilicia (Le Mière 1989).
Levels 8-7
The vast bulk (ca. 95% of the total sherd count) of the pottery found in the lowest Levels of
the southeastern mound can be described as plant-tempered and often burnished Coarse
Ware. The pottery shows only little variety in shape and mainly consists of simple,
plain-rim bowls snowing a rounded or occasionally straight vessel wall, hole-mouth pots
and jars generally with low necks. A few Tiusking-tray' fragments were found, showing
upon their interior bases either shallow ridges or finger-impressed pits. Husking trays
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remained in use in small quantities throughout the prehistoric occupation of the southeastern
mound. In the lowest Level about 6% of the Coarse Ware products (mainly bowls) were
red-burnished. Red-burnished pottery is also found in the subsequent Levels although in
ever-decreasing quantities, until it finally disappears in Level 5. Less than 1% of the Coarse
Ware ceramics showed incised or impressed patterns of crosshatching, oblique Unes and
Tierring bones', whereas another 2% showed bands of dark-red paint, occasionally in
combination with incision. Most of the decorated fragments seem to have been parts of jars.
Locally manufactured Grey-Black Ware and imported Dark-Faced Burnished Ware
account for hardly 5% of the total sherd bulk This rather thin-walled and smoothed pottery
was much more carefully finished than its Coarse Ware counterpart. Shapes were again
simple and seemed to consist mainly of small bowls and angle-necked jars. Some of the
Dark-Faced Burnished Ware had white-filled incisions or broad bands of dark-red paint upon
a highly burnished, black surface. That this pottery was highly valued is suggested by the
repeatedly observed traces of repair jars with apparently damaged necks had been
transformed into hole-mouth pots by entirely removing the neck and subsequently grinding
the break.
Levels 6-4
For the larger part, the ceramics from Levels 6 to 4 closely resemble those of the foregoing
Levels: kinds of wares, techniques of manufacture and shapes hardly differ. However,
some changes do occur, the most important of which is the appearance of painted Fine
Ware. In addition, some definite changes take place in the finishing of the Coarse Ware
ceramics: both the red-burnished and the decorated varieties virtually disappear. In Level
6, red-burnished pottery comprises about 1.7% of the total sherd bulk but in Level 4 this
amount is reduced to less than 0.5% of the sample. Decorated Coarse Ware now hardly
accounts for 1 %; however, the small sherd size and the overall worn surfaces suggest that
these sherds have undergone post-depositional transport, i.e. that they are out of their
proper context.
It must be stressed that Coarse Ware pottery remains the major ceramic component
by far in Levels 6 and 5 over 90% of the total sherd sample belongs to this ware category,
whereas in Level 4 Coarse Ware pottery comprises about three-quarters of the ceramic
bulk. Grey-Black Ware and imported Dark-Faced Burnished Ware is found in small but
more or less constant quantities in the various Levels, and the decrease of Coarse Ware
pottery seems to be mainly associated with the appearance and gradual increase of
painted Fine Ware ceramics, which closely resemble those found in 1986 on the
northeastern mound (cf. Akkermans 1989d:93-95). Actually, three Fine Ware sherds had
already been found in the upper erosion fill of Level 7; however, in view of their context,
these ceramics should most probably be considered as intrusive in Level 7. In Level 6,
painted Fine Ware consisted of 17 sherds upon a total of 1486, i.e. hardly 1.1% of the
sample. In the next Level 5 the amount of Fine Ware pottery had increased to over 5%,
whereas in Level 4 it seems to have comprised around 25% . In the subsequent Levels
Fine Ware pottery rapidly increases to over 80% of the sample (ibid.:103ff).
Since not all pottery has been processed as yet, the exact figure is still uncertain.
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The appearance of Fine Ware pottery in Level 6 is not a variation upon an already existing
theme but represents a true innovation in ceramic production. The pottery has been made
of finely textured clay and is almost exclusively lime-tempered. Most of the carefully
smoothed pottery had a cream-buff or occasionally orange surface colour. In all cases, the
Fine Ware ceramics seem to have been decorated, either painted or, less commonly,
painted-and-incised. Decorative designs are much more complex and intricate than those
found on the earlier Coarse Ware painted pottery. The vast majority of the pottery was
well-fired at high temperatures, i.e. at around 800°C (Van As and Jacobs 1989, Table V.I),
and showed evenly coloured, wholly oxidated wall sections. This strongly suggests the
presence of advanced, two-chambered pottery kilns with atmosphere control (in contrast,
the Coarse Ware ceramics may easily have been produced in technologically much less
demanding firing pits; ibid.:229).
The decorated Fine Ware from Levels 6 to 4 can rather easily be distinguished from
the true Halafian pottery of the upper Levels. The differences are not found so much in
techniques of manufacturing as in shapes and kinds of decoration. The assemblage
consists of various kinds of bowls and small jars of the angle-neck type. The latter had a
flaring plain rim and a rounded or carinated body and all had been carefully painted,
occasionally in combination with incisions at the shoulder (cf. Akkermans 1989d, Fig.
IV.32, no. 231). The paint is of a matt, reddish-brown to black colour. The emphasis of
decoration is on horizontal banding which encloses design elements in narrow zones.
Usually two different motifs are used in alternating bands. A characteristic design element
at Sabi Abyad is represented by the 'pegs' which are found together with, for example,
zones of crosshatching, oblique vertical lines or wavy horizontal lines. In the Halafian
Levels 3-1 decoration is broadly executed in most cases, emphasising a more areal instead
of linear use of space.
Bowls are often characterised by slightly outrolled or outturned rims not found in
the Halafian ceramic inventory (early Halaf Fine Ware pottery shows plain rims almost
exclusively). Various shapes are indicated, like low, hemispherical bowls, rather large and
flaring, straight-walled bowls, narrow but deep S-curved bowls and flaring, carinated
bowls (cf. Akkermans 1989d, Fig. IV.7). More complex, carinated shapes occur as well,
particularly in stratum 4 (cf. Fig. 3.17). In general, these bowls were simply decorated by
means of bands of banded zigzags Cherringbone' pattern) or of continuous chevrons
(Akkennans 1989d, Fig. IV.7), but in Level 4 designs are occasionally much more intricate
(Fig. 3.17); these design patterns are virtually absent from the pottery from the subsequent
Halaf Levels 3-1. A characteristic interior design is the fringe of short oblique strokes
(Akkermans 1989d, Fig. IV.7), also absent in the Halafian strata.
Interestingly enough, many of the painted or painted-and-incised Fine Ware
ceramics closely resemble Samarran pottery from north-central Iraq in shape and
decoration (cf. Fig. 3.17, nos. 7,9; Fig. 3.18, no. 15); some kind of interaction seems to have
existed between the local late 6th millennium communities of northern Syria and the
Samarra settlements found further east (see chapters 4 and 7). The first Halafian-like
pottery appeared in minute quantities in Level 5 and increased in importance in the next
Level 4. As regards shape, decoration and techniques of manufacture, these ceramics are
virtually identical to those found in vast quantities in the upper Levels 3 to 1.
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Levels 3-1
The pottery from the topmost Levels 3 to 1 can be described as Early Halaf with certainty
(for a detailed account, see Akkermans 1989d). Early Halaf pottery is said to have been
uncovered in a stratified context at various other sites (see chapter 4) but, despite some
obvious parallels, the Sabi Abyad pottery assemblage as a whole strongly deviates from
those found elsewhere. To some extent this may be due to regional variability in pottery
production but for the larger part it seems that chronological variables are at work: the
Halaf phases of occupation at Sabi Abayd are definitely of earlier date than those termed
Early Halaf at other sites.
Fine Ware pottery is by far dominant in Levels 3 to 1. As in the earlier Levels, these
ceramics have all been made of finely textured clay and are virtually all lime-tempered.
The generally buff-coloured pottery was fired up to 950°C (Van As and Jacobs 1989, Table
V.I) and complex kilns, like those found at Yarim Tepe n (Munchaev and Merpert 1971:30;
Molist 1986), must have been in use. That this pottery was locally made at Sabi Abyad is
suggested by the repeated occurrence of crumbly and deformed, overfeed vessels and
true wasters (see chapter 7). The vast majority of the pottery is busily painted (cf. Figs. 3.19
to 3.22); undecorated Fine Ware ceramics appeared in very small numbers and
occasionally showed an overall burnish.
As for the shapes, it seems that jars were most common, closely followed by bowls of
various kinds. Pots are rare, accounting for two or three percent of the assemblage only.
These vessels either had an S-shaped profile or were of the hole-mouth type (always with
an inward-bevelled rim). Jars mainly consisted of flaring or occasionally straight,
angle-necked vessels. Most of these jars were rather low and small, but large storage
vessels (with rim diameters up to 36 cm) also occurred. The body was of a globular shape
in most cases although a rather sharp carination was not uncommon. Bases were always
rounded or slightly sagging; flat jar bases seem to be a characteristic late Halaf feature (flat
bases were very common at mid-5th millennium Khirbet esh-Shenef; Akkermans and
Teeuwisse, in prep.). Bowls showed the largest variability in shape (seven types are
presently recognised, some of them closely related), almost all of them busily painted. A
noteworthy exception, however, was a type of large, straight-walled vessel with a slightly
flaring rim (cf. Akkermans 1989d, Fig. IV.13, nos. 100-102). In most respects, these vessels
resemble the other Fine Ware products, be it that that they seem to have been somewhat
less carefully finished (causing irregular surfaces) and that they were never decorated.
Rather large, straight-sided bowls were the most common type of bowls, accounting for
almost half of all the bowl fragments (Fig. 3.19, no. 27; see also Akkermans 1989d, Fig.
IV,20). Apart from their size and shape, these bowls differed in another major respect from
the other bowls at Sabi Abyad, i.e. the kind of decoration. Whereas the other bowl groups
showed a wide variety of designs wholly interchangeable within the categories, the range
of designs used for the straight-sided vessels was highly restricted (mainly crosshatched
diamonds arranged in one or more continuous bands or vertical panels) and virtually
limited in distribution to these bowls only. Related to the straight-sided bowls is a slightly
flaring, S-profiled type of vessel. These bowls show a much wider variety of design
elements, some of which are undoubtedly of Samarra derivation (ibid.. Fig. IV.22 ). Some
vessels showed an intermingling or integration of characteristic Samarra designs (like the
'pegs' and the 'dancing ladies') together with typical Halaf motifs (ibid., Fig. IV.22, nos.
152, 158). Samarra traits were also commonly shown by a group of well-made, closed
bowls with carinated walls and rounded bases (ibid., Fig. IV.24; see also Fig. 3.19, nos.
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28-29 for some examples decorated in a characteristic Early Halaf fashion). These vessels
seem to be related to another kind of carinated bowls, although these generally have a
flaring and open appearance. Moreover, the latter bowls showed only very little variety in
decoration, as almost all of them displayed an intricate pattern of 'horizontal
crosshatching' (ibid., Fig. IV.23). Among the most characteristic shapes found in Levels
3-1 are the so-called 'Arpachiyah cream bowls', since long considered to be one of the
most typical Halafian vessel forms (Fig. 3.22, nos. 44-45). Some of the Sabi Abyad
examples were extremely well-made with very thin, almost eggshell-like walls and
delicate decoration, and resembled some of the finest cream bowls from Arpachiyah in
northern Iraq (Mallowan and Rose 1935:132 and Fig. 63:1). These vessels were, however,
rare; much more common were two other variants, viz. the rather small and low-collared
bowls invariably decorated by means of 'horizontal crosshatching' (Akkermans 1989d, Fig.
IV.25-IV.26) and their much larger, tall-collared counterparts showing a wider range of
design elements (which can be partly explained by the height of the collars: the collar is
the main area of decoration and in the case of the low-collared specimens this area is
simply too small to carry a complex pattern).
Coarse Ware appeared in small numbers in Levels 3-1 and, in contrast with the
earlier Levels, was in most cases mineral-tempered. Shapes are simple and mainly indicate
plain-rim bowls, hole-mouth pots and jar-like vessels with low, straight collars (cf.
Akkermans 1989d, Figs. IV.ll to IV.19). So-called husking trays (ibid., Fig. IV.10) were still
present and, as in the lower Levels, the interior of these wide but low, coarsely made
vessels showed either shallow ridges or finger-impressed pits. Earlier, I suggested that
these husking trays should perhaps be viewed as intrusive in the Halaf phases at Sabi
Abyad, i.e. that they originally belonged to an earlier Level of occupation at the site
(ibid.: 115), but the 1988 season made it clear that husking trays can be considered as an
integral part of the Early Halaf ceramic inventory as well.
Finally, Grey-Black Ware and imported Dark-Faced Burnished Ware is still found in
small quantities in Levels 3 to 1 at Sabi Abyad. This light-grey to dark-black and in most
cases overall burnished pottery mainly consisted of flaring, carinated bowls, hole-mouth
pots and angle-necked jars. In addition, a few fragments of plain-rim bowls, S-shaped pots
and jars with low, straight necks were found. The flaring and carinated bowls (ibid.. Fig.
IV.13, 98-99) seem to be a new shape in Levels 3-1; they resemble the larger cream bowl
variety to some extent. Levels 3-1 seem to have been the last Halaf phases to contain
Dark-Faced Burnished Ware from the Mediterranean coastal region; no such pottery
appeared at the early to mid-5th millennium sites of Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef.
5.4 The lithic industry
Lorraine Copeland has discussed the lithic implements from the 1986 season of excavation
in great detail (Copeland 1989) and at present little new evidence can be added to her
account, as all the lithics of the 1988 season are still awaiting further study. This drawback
is particularly felt in the case of the implements from Levels 8-4, as the sample from these
Levels is either completely new or much larger than it was in 1986.
When compared with the earlier Neolithic sites of, for example, Assouad or
Damishliyya, lithic implements appeared in very low numbers only at late 6th millennium
Sabi Abyad. Moreover, the assemblage gives a rather poor impression with a limited
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typology only. In these respects, Sabi Abyad reflects similar changes which occurred in the
Levant flint industries of the second half of the 6th millennium: the PPNB-derived lithic
style and technology came to an end (or were applied only very rarely; cf. Hours and
Copeland 1983; Copeland and Hours 1987) and were replaced by a lithic industry often
referred to as 'banal' or 'impoverished'. However, it should not simply be inferred from
these derogatory terms that the later 6th millennium was a period of cultural decline (in
general, the lithic industry is technically rather sophisticated; cf. Copeland 1989:262); more
likely, the changes in material culture reflect distinctly changing lifestyles needed in order
to cope with increasingly unfavourable environmental conditions (see chapter 5).
The vast majority (over 80%) of the lithic artefacts were made of flint which can be
found locally on the Pleistocene terraces along the Balikh plain, at distances of 4 or 5 km
from Sabi Abyad. Some artefacts were made from rounded pebbles presumably obtained
from fluviatile gravel deposits found on these terraces, too. Over two-thirds of the Sabi
Abyad lithic artefacts consisted of unretouched debitage and technically the industry can
be described as flake-dominated. Various groups of flakes can be distinguished, viz. cortex
flakes, part-cortex flakes, ordinary flakes, trimming flakes, refreshment flakes, flake
fragments and, finally, debris (cf. Copeland 1989). In addition, a few cores and some
unretouched blades were found, some of which represent thick, robust pieces with plain
butts, whereas others are of Pre-Pottery Neolithic B-derivation with punctiform butts. The
general dominance of trimming flakes and cortex or part-cortex flakes indicates that some
flint working was done at the site but, on the other hand, the very rare occurrence of either
intact or fragmentary cores suggests that manufacture took mainly place somewhere else,
perhaps at the spot of quarrying (ibid.; see chapter 7).
Retouched tools mainly consisted of sickle elements (ca. 20% of the tool sample),
showing a wide variety of shapes and treatments: "One lustred piece is crescentic-shaped
with bipolar abrupt retouch, another is bitruncated, a third is 'beaked' and yet another is
apparently a refreshment flake from a larger specimen. Several elements are toothed, the
teeth being quite large. The unlustred pieces seem to be characterised by square or oblong
shapes, perhaps indicating a special use" (Copeland 1989:262). Notches and denticulates
with sharp and abrupt teeth were quite common, too, as were scrapers, of which at least
eight types were recognised (end-of-blade scrapers and flake scrapers being the most
characteristic). Other kinds of tools like burins, borers, drills and tabular knives were each
found in minute quantities only. Arrowheads, commonly found at 7th and early 6th
millennium sites, were virtually absent: in 1988, only one tiny and short-tanged 'desert
point' was retrieved from Level 3 (no points were found during the 1986 season). When
taking into account that hunting was still practised (albeit on a minor scale; see chapter 6),
it appears that hunting tools other than bow-and-arrow must have been in use, e.g. sling
missiles of unbaked clay which were abundantly found at Sabi Abyad. Another possibility
is that points were now made of perishable materials (Azoury and Bergman 1980);
actually, that the bow-and-arrow was still in use at late 6th millennium Sabi Abyad is
shown by a sherd from the fill of the Level 3 terrace, depicting at least two archers (Fig.
3.21, no. 40).
Obsidian, brought in from the Turkish hinterland (at least three different sources
were in use), was found in restricted quantities (hardly 20% of the sample), over half of
which consisted of retouched tools. This is in strong contrast with the flint artefacts, hardly
one-third of which represented tools. Another major difference is that the obsidian
industry is directed towards the production and use of bladelets (the largest one hardly
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measures 6.5 cm), whereas the flint industry is largely flake-oriented. Almost all obsidian
bladelets were either deliberately fractured or broken during detachment from the core,
and Copeland (1989:267) wonders whether deliberate breakage was perhaps carried out to
overcome the fragility of obsidian implements and to facilitate its handling in composite
tools. That obsidian implements served in composite hafted tools is suggested by a sickle
composed of three flint and one obsidian element found at Samarran Tell es-Sawwan
(El-Wailly and Abu es-Soof 1965). Perhaps the repeatedly found obsidian geometries at
Sabi Abyad should be considered as sickle elements (Copeland 1989:245,267; see also Hole
1983 for the Jarmo geometries).
5.5 The small finds
Large numbers of small finds were recovered from the various phases of occupation at
Sabi Abyad. Unfortunately, most finds were only fragmentarily preserved and appeared
either in open areas outside the architectural features or in the All of these buildings.
Apparently, most objects were found out of their proper context and represent items either
accidentally lost or discarded by the inhabitants of the site. The small finds were made of
various materials, viz. baked or unbaked clay, bone, shell and a wide variety of stones.
Most of these materials could be obtained locally but in some instances it may very well
have been the case that they reached the site through some kind of exchange (see chapter
7). The small finds of the 1986 season have already been fully treated elsewhere
(Akkermans 1989e) and below a summarised description of the finds of the 1988 season is
given; a more detailed account is in progess.
The small finds of baked or unbaked clay consisted of spindle whorls, perforated
sherd disks, sling missiles and objects of miscellaneous nature. Spindle whorls have a
rounded or occasionally flattened, biconical shape and were almost all made of slightly
baked clay. Some of them, however, seem to have been shaped from sun-dried clay,
whereas at least one was made of hard stone. Another category of objects perhaps
representing spindle whorls are the small, perforated disks, dozens of which were found
in the various Levels. These disks were made by chipping sherds and range from 23 to 45
mm in diameter. Perforated sherd disks appear at numerous later Neolithic sites in the
Near East; the earliest examples seem to date from the mid-6th millennium (Amuq B;
Braidwood and Braid wood 1960:83). Biconical sling missiles were by far the most common
object made of clay: thousands were found, most of them, however, stored in small
containers sunk along a Level 3 wall (see above). These missiles appeared already in the
earliest Level reached so far and may have replaced the arrowheads of flint or obsidian
which virtually lack at Sabi Abyad to a large extent. Other kinds of clay objects appeared
in small numbers and included loamers, labrets (the most elaborate ones of which were
executed in stone; see below), some highly stylised human and animal figurines, miniature
vessels and crudely shaped objects of unknown function, viz. cones, pellets, plaquettes
and balls (Fig. 3.23). Most of the latter objects were found together on the floor of room 11
of the Level 3 building I (cf. Fig. 3.12).
Bone objects were common in all Levels and mainly consisted of awls, needles and
spatulas (Fig. 3.24). Awls and needles were all made of caprine metapodia and pointed at
one end by cutting and polishing. Spatulas were made of caprine ribs and had rounded
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Selection of unbaked clay objects found on the floor of Level 3 building I,
room 11
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Fig. 3.24
Selected basait pestles and bone objects from Levels 4 (nos. 1,2,4), 3 (nos. 3,6)
and 2 (no. 4) of the southeastern mound
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Stone stamp seals and labrets from levels 4 (nos. 2 -10,12) and 3 (no. 11) of
the southeastern mound. No. 1 comes from a pre-Halaf Neolithic stratum
of the northeastern mound
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edges due to intensive polishing. In addition, some other worked bone objects were found,
showing traces of cut marks of varying length at small intervals.
Shell seems to have been sparsely used by the prehistoric occupants of Sabi Abyad:
only few pendants and beads made of the shells of land snails were found. Freshwater
mussels (Unio) frequently appeared at Sabi Abyad but apparently their shells were of no
use.
A wide variety of stones was in use at Sabi Abyad: basalt, limestone, sandstone,
granite, marble, alabaster, hematite, rock-crystal and various as yet unidentified stones
(see also chapter 7). Most commonly found (both in number and in weight) is vesicular
basalt used for the production of flattened grinding slabs, mortars and conically shaped
pestles. Occasionally, these objects were also made of limestone, sandstone or granite.
Other kinds of stone were used in small quantities for the production of beads, pendants,
axes, adzes and bowls. Stone bowls were rare at Sabi Abyad and seem to be characteristic
of earlier Neolithic society in the Balikh region. However, that the craft was not wholly
forgotten or degraded is evidenced by some thin-walled and neatly finished bowl
fragments with worked rims.
Among the finest stone objects found at Sabi Abyad are the labrets and stamp seals
coming from Levels 4-3 on the southeastern mound (more precisely, all objects except one
labret came from the fill of Level 4). So far, eight labrets have been found, four of which
were made of transparent rock-crystal, the remainder of hematite. Some of these labrets
have a squat appearance with a flat, slightly protruding top (Fig. 3.25, nos. 8-12), whereas
others are of a taller shape with a pointed, conical head (Fig. 3.25, nos. 4-5). Most likely,
these carefully finished items served as ear or lip ornaments. The best evidence for this
comes from a male burial found at All Kosh in the Den Luran and dated from the early 6th
millennium B.C. (Mohammad Jafar phase), yielding a tersed labret in situ upon the lower
jaw (Hole et al. 1969:235-236). Two hematite stamp seals were recovered from the Level 4
fill of the southeastern mound (Fig. 3.25, nos. 2-3). One takes the shape of a rounded
button seal with a perforated ridge handle smoothly rising out of the top and shows a
design of nine shallow, rounded drillings surrounded along the edge of the seal by a row
of incised lines . The other is a conical-shaped seal centrally perforated from the top with
three shallow, rounded drillings surrounded by two linear engravings. A third stamp seal
was recovered from a pre-Halaf Neolithic stratum of the northeastern mound (trench U5).
This rather large button seal again has a perforated ridge handle and a carefully executed
design of three groups of parallel incised lines (Fig. 3.25, no. 1). The centre of the seal is
both polished and slightly worn, perhaps due to intensive use. Fairly close parallels to this
seal are found among the stamp seals of phase 6 and the First Mixed Range of the Amuq
(Braidwood and Braidwood 1960:94-95,129-130).
An almost identical stamp seal can presently be seen in the Allan! Pierson Museum, Amsterdam, and is
said to have come from the Adana, Maras or Caziantep region of southeastern Turkey (Van Loon et al.
1988:17 and Hg. 4b).
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Excavations at Khirbet esh-Shenef
6.1 Introduction
At Khirbet esh-Shenef, small-scale excavations were carried out from October 1 to October
15,1988. Khirbet esh-Shenef was discovered during the 1983 Balikh survey (Akkermans
1984), and lies near the hamlet of al-Atshana, in the undulating plain about three
kilometres south of Sabi Abyad (Figs. 1.1 and 1.2). The site is a small, inconspicuous
mound, about 85 m in diameter (Fig. 3.26). However, judging from the soundings, the
actual area of settlement is much smaller, being hardly 50 m in diameter. The mound rises
about 1.3 m above the level of the surrounding fields, but natural soil was reached at a
depth of 0.4 m below this level (the total height of occupational debris is therefore 1.7 m).
Interestingly enough, it was found at nearby Sabi Abyad that the earliest strata thus far
reached, dating from the early 6th millennium B.C., were buried about two metres
underneath the modem field level, whereas at Tell Hammam et-Turkman later 5th
millennium strata were buried at a similar depth. Apparently, a considerable
accumulation of materials of aeolic-fluviatile nature has occurred since prehistoric times,
largely covering the ancient surface (see chapter 5).
6.2 Stratigraphy and Architecture
On the top of the mound, three narrow soundings, termed A, B and C, were laid out, each
trench measuring 1x10 m. Trenches A and B were oriented north-south, whereas trench C
ran east-west (Fig. 3.26). The main aims of these trenches were (1) to gain a quick insight
into stratigraphy and the nature of occupation at the site, (2) to obtain a coherent and
stratigraphically fixed body of ceramics and other artefacts, useful for the analysis of
survey materials, and (3) to investigate the possibilities for further large-scale excavations.
Obviously, these narrow trenches allow the tracing of architectural vestiges only in a very
limited manner and seriously restrict any interpretation of features at their true value.
Two main stages of occupation were recognised, viz. a Halaf period, which can be
divided into two strata (3 and 4, the latter being the earliest), and a Late Bronze Age
period (stratum 2; see Bartl 1990). In addition, some burials of Islamic date were found
(stratum 1), coming down from the surface and sunk into the earlier strata. Thus far, no
traces have been found of an Islamic settlement at the site, and the interpretation of the
burials remains enigmatic. Local villagers were not aware of the presence of a burial
ground at this place, and apparently the origin of this small cemetery goes beyond the
memory of the living (perhaps the site was used as a burial ground by nomads).
The prehistoric soundings gave evidence of both rectangular and circular structures.
All buildings seem to have been built of mud bricks, although the use of pisé cannot be
wholly ruled out; in most cases the individual bricks were hardly recognisable. The
general use of mud bricks instead of pisé at Khirbet esh-Shenef is suggested by (1) the
recognition of some bricks in most walls, (2) the appearance of mud bricks and mud-brick
fragments in debris contexts, and (3) the sections of the walls, which in most cases yielded
separate layers of, presumably, bricks with mud mortar in between. No traces of
plastering on the walls or the floors were recognised. In all cases the floors simply
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Fig. 3.26
Contour map of Khirbet esh-Shenef with (in black) the areas of excavation
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consisted of tamped mud, and were occasionally highly irregular. Walls were simply
constructed upon an flattened surface without any foundations. No traces of stone walls
or stone foundations appeared. Furthermore, no indications of repair or rebuilding were
found.
Circular structures or tholoi were predominant at Khirbet esh-Shenef. So far, none of
these buildings has yielded any definite evidence as to their original use. Most likely, the
buildings were used for storage or other domestic activities (as at Sabi Abyad); true
living-units have to be sought for in the areas so far unexcavated. Interestingly enough,
the Shenef tholoi differed in various aspects from those found at Sabi Abyad, which
suggests that these circular structures had undergone some definite changes in the course
of time. In size, most tholoi of Khirbet esh-Shenef were much smaller than their late 6th
millennium counterparts at Sabi Abyad: whereas at the latter site the interior diameter was
about 3 m, at Shenef it ranged between 1.20 and 2.50 m (with one exception). Moreover, at
Sabi Abyad virtually all tholoi had an interior of hard-burnt plaster, which may have acted
as a vermin-resistant coating. The exterior wall faces were covered by a simple (unburnt)
mud plaster, in its turn covered by a thin, white coating, which gave these structures a
bright appearance. Both kinds of plaster were absent at Khirbet esh-Shenef.
Stratum 4
The earliest level of occupation at Khirbet esh-Shenef was founded upon dark-brown soil
at a depth of 0.4 m below the level of the surrounding fields. At present, six circular
structures (tholoi I to VI) are ascribed to stratum 4 (Fig. 3.27), all found in trenches B and C
(no stratum 4 architecture appeared in trench A).
In trench B, parts of three small round buildings, named tholoi I, n and III, were
unearthed. Tholos I had been constructed of mud bricks about 35 cm wide and was about
two metres in diameter. Parts of the wall were preserved to a height of almost one metre,
although the southeastern half of the building had been heavily damaged by erosion and
the pit of an Islamic burial. The upper part of the wall, at an elevation of about 30 cm
above floor level, curved inwards, suggesting that at this level the tholos was rebuilt,
thereby using the lower wall fragments as a foundation. However, no floor is associated
with this second phase, neither in the tholos itself nor in the open area surrounding the
building. The lower fill in and around tholos I, up to a height of 50-60 cm, consists of
homogeneous, hard and brown loam, hardly showing evidence of any stratigraphy. In this
respect, one may wonder whether the second phase truly exists; at present, it seems more
likely that the protrusion of the upper wall is an accidental feature, perhaps due to erosion
or exposure to the elements (rainwater and soil moisture may have undercut part of the
tholos wall; cf. Peters 1972:174; Rosen 1986:11). The upper part of the tholos interior is
filled with irregular layers of mud-brick debris, ashes and loose soil, similar to those
surrounding the structure. In a collapsed state, parts of the tholos wall must still have
stood in later, stratum 3 times. At its base, the tholos is circular in shape, but towards the
top part of its wall it seems to curve in in an irregular manner, thus giving the building a
more conical shape. Most likely, this partial incurving is due to processes of collapse or
disturbance, or pressure of debris accumulated against the exterior of the structure after
the building was no longer used, although it may also be the case that the tholos was
constructed in a beehive manner. In the latter case, the building would hardly have stood
to a man's height
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Fig. 3.27
Khirbet esh-Shenef: plan of stratum 4 architecture
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Tholos u, disturbed by an Islamic burial sunk from the top of the mound, had an interior
diameter of about 1.50 m. Its wall was about 20 on wide, and stood to a height of 10 cm
only. Immediately next to tholos H, another circular building, HI, seems to be present, but
only a small part of this building could be traced (its northern half is disturbed by a
shallow pit).
In trench C, three circular structures were present, termed tholoi IV, V and VI.
Building IV is the largest one, about 2.50 m in diameter and preserved to a height of about
70 cm. The wall thickness varies from 40 cm at the base to 20 cm at the top (the limited
width of the topmost part was due to erosion and associated crumbling of the wall). At
first sight, it seemed that this building curved inwards at the top, suggesting that this
structure was beehive-shaped, but it soon turned out that its wall was straight (the
incurving upper part all being erosion material). Upon the simple mud-tamped floor
about 40 cm of hard, brown loam had accumulated, probably part of the collapsed
superstructure. Clear fragments of mud bricks were recognised in the upper fill. Along the
wall in the western part of the interior soft, dark-grey and ashy soil was present, which
was the fill of a pit dug in from the subsequent stratum 3. Similar ashy material, including
several broken but partly restorable vessels, covered the upper mud-brick deposits of
tholos IV as well as the wall of the building and part of the structures found immediately
west of tholos IV.
The westernmost part of trench C showed evidence of two circular structures termed
tholoi V and VI. Both features were constructed upon the same dark-brown surface as
tholos B (and tholos A in trench B), were built of mud bricks about 15-20 cm wide, and,
like tholos IV, were preserved to a height of about 60-70 cm. However, in various aspects
these structures differ from tholos IV. Feature V seems to have been built first, whereas
structure VI was erected at a slightly later stage and built against tholos V (feature VI thus
being more or less semi-circular in shape; see Fig. 3.27). Both structures are about 1.20 m in
diameter, and their floors were sunk to a depth of about 20 cm into the natural soil. The
interior filling of both features consisted of layers of alternately red-brown soil and light or
dark-grey ashes, varying between 10 to 20 cm in thickness. Similar deposits, but also
including layers of fallen, complete or fragmentarily preserved mud bricks, were found in
the open areas surrounding these features. Whereas the shape and size of these structures
V and VI suggest that they may have served as ovens or kirns, it is stressed that no traces
of firing were found on the walls or the floor.
Stratum 3
The lower, stratum 4, features were all partially filled and surrounded by a homogeneous
deposit of hard brown loam up to 60 cm in thickness. Upon this debris or erosion layer
new features were constructed representing stratum 3. In a collapsed state, parts of the
lower architecture must still have been visible in stratum 3 times, but apparently no
levelling or the like took place. At present, five partially recovered buildings are ascribed
to stratum 3, two of which are circular in shape (tholoi Vu and Vul), the remainder
rectilinear (features DC, X and XI).
The circular structures built of mud bricks both appeared in trench A (Fig. 3.28). The
northernmost building. Vu, is preserved to a height of 30 cm only (the width of the wall is
about 25 cm), and is, moreover, -partially destroyed by a pit coming down from the Late
Bronze Age level of occupation, just below the topsoil. This building Vu has an estimated
interior diameter of about 1.50-1.80 m. In the southern half of trench A, a large circular
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Khirbet esh-Shenefc plan of stratum 3 architecture
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feature (Vffl) is found, having an interior diameter of 3.50-4.00 m, and standing to a height
of 40 cm. The wall is about 25-30 cm wide. Parts of a floor of hard-tamped mud spotted
with lime particles appeared, although in some areas (particularly along the wall) this
surface was hardly recognisable. The interior of the tholos was filled with layers of hard,
grey or red-brown loam and mud-brick debris. Similar materials, including small stacks of
mud bricks and some isolated but complete bricks, were found in the open area between
both tholoi in trench A.
In the northern half of trench B a linear wall fragment was found, termed feature IX
(Fig. 3.28). This NE-SW oriented wall was about 25 cm wide and was preserved to a height
of about 25-30 cm. A second rectilinear feature, X, in trench B was about 35 cm wide and
was preserved to a height of ca. 20 cm. So far this feature mainly consists of a mud-brick
wall running E-W, forming a right angle to another wall running N-S. The latter wall
showed a clear mud plaster about 2 cm thick The area enclosed by feature X was filled
with alternating layers of grey ashes and loose, reddish soil. Part of feature X had been
disturbed by an Islamic burial.
Generally speaking, ashy layers intermingled with mud bricks and mud-brick
fragments predominated in the southern half of trench B, whereas its northern half was
characterised by soft brown loam and mud-brick debris.
Finally, in trench C fragments of a rectangular mud-brick structure, XI, were
excavated, part of which was unfortunately destroyed by the same Islamic burial which
cut feature X in trench B. Actually, it may be the case that features X and XI were both part
of one and the same building. Two walls were found, standing perpendicular to each
other, one running NE-SW, the other NW-SE. The former wall was built of bricks
measuring 35x30x10 cm, whereas the latter seems to have been built of bricks of half size
only. Both walls stood to a height of about 40 cm.
6.3 The pottery
On the basis of differences in shape and technique of manufacturing, the Halafian pottery
of Khirbet esh-Shenef can be divided into two main categories, viz. Fine Ware and Coarse
Ware (see the earlier discussion on the pottery from Sabi Abyad and Teeuwisse 1990).
In view of the apparent stratigraphie break between the lower stratum 4 and the
upper stratum 3, the pottery from Khirbet esh-Shenef was initially studied separately per
stratum. It was assumed that, if the hiatus between stratum 4 and 3 was of considerable
duration, differences would occur in technology and/or stylistic finishing. However, no
such time-defined changes were recognised: in a technological sense, the pottery from
both strata constitutes a homogeneous assemblage, and the minor differences in shape and
decoration can hardly be termed significant either. In this respect, the stratum 4 and 3
Halafian pottery is here presented as one, coherent unit.
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Fine Ware pottery is predominant by far, comprising 95.5% of the rim sherd assemblage .
This pottery is mainly lime-tempered (80.6%), with the lime inclusions occurring
occasionally in combination with fine sand (15.1%) or finely chopped chaff (1.3%). A few
sherds seem to contain no (visible) temper at all (3%). The pottery is well-fired, with only
very few sherds (6.4%; mainly thick-walled jars) showing some slightly grey core
colouring. The surface colour is in most cases buff (82.3%), much less frequently cream
(9.4%) or orange (7%). In addition a few grey-coloured sherds appeared (1.3%). Fine Ware
ceramics were virtually always carefully smoothened; occasionally a cream slip was
applied (1.7%). The majority of the Fine Ware pottery consisted of bowls (67.7%), followed
by pots (16.7%) and jars (15.6%). Most of these ceramics were painted a lustrous black or
reddish-brown (74.2%). Interestingly enough, painting seems to be largely restricted to
bowls (85.7%) and jars (69%), whereas pots rarely showed this kind of decoration (6.5%).
Designs mainly consisted of simple geometric and often 'free-floating' patterns, including
horizontal bands, wavy lines, cables, dots, chevrons and crosshatching. Geometric designs
are structured in various manners: (1) a single horizontal design enclosed by bands,
occasionally repeated vertically, (2) two or, less commonly, three vertically alternating
designs, in most cases separated from each other by bands, and (3) designs in panels,
separated by one or more vertically oriented bands. Ocassionally we find some naturalistic
designs like stylised plants and continuous rows of so-called bukrania and mouflons,
either in a vertical or in a horizontal position (Fig. 3.30, nos. 7, 9; Fig. 3.36, nos. 66, 68, 70;
Fig. 3.42, nos. 134,136-138).
Bowls show the widest variability in shape: originally 16 shapes were recognised,
but these have been regrouped into 9 major types. The most common type of vessel (n =
36) is the Trichterrandbecher, a deep and flaring bowl with a carinated, S-shaped profile,
accounting for over half of the bowls recovered (Figs. 3.29 and 3.30, nos. 1-11). These
bowls range from 14 to 40 cm in diameter, 20 to 28 cm being the most common. The
vessels are decorated in a simple, almost standardised manner: a broad band of paint is
present along the rim and at the junction of neck and shoulder, whereas the intermediate
space is either left open or loosely filled with vertical bukrania. The interior shows either a
broad horizontal band with one or two wavy lines below, or a broad band combined with
crosshatching. These bowls may be regarded as a coarse and later variety of the
well-known Halafian 'cream bowl' (a type of bowl not found at Khirbet esh-Shenef but
which appeared in late 6th and early 5th millennium layers at Sabi Abyad and
Damishliyya).
The other types of bowls were each found in small numbers. The most important
seem to be (1) wide and low vessels with rounded walls, flat bases and plain or slightly
flattened rims (n = 13; Fig. 3.32, nos. 28-29), (2) wide, flaring bowls with rather straight
walls, flat bases and square rims (n = 4; Fig. 3.30, no. 13), and (3) wide and closed bowls
with low, overhanging rims (n = 4; Fig. 3.31, nos. 14-15,17). In addition, some bowl shapes
were recognised, which have each been represented by only one example so far: (1) a wide
In total, 2095 ceramic fragments were recovered from the Halafian strata 3 and 4 at Khirbet esh-Shenef.
However, only those sherds termed 'diagnostic1 have been used for further study, i.e. rim sherds
(n = 313), bases (n = 113) and decorated body sherds (n = 602). In order to avoid a biased picture, all
mentioned percentages are based upon the number of rim sherds only (cf. Akkermans 1989d:77-78).
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but low bowl with a carinated wall (Fig. 3.32, no. 35), (2) a rather tall but narrow, closed
bowl with a carinated wall (Fig. 3.32, no. 36), (3) a tall and dosed, more or less
hemispherical vessel (Fig. 3.32, no. 34), (4) a low, slightly closed vessel with a carinated
wall and an inwards-bevelled rim (Fig. 3.31, no. 25), and (5) a small and flaring,
low-collared bowl with a carinated, S-shaped profile (Fig. 3.31, no. 21). The latter is
identical to the type Ilia bowk of Sabi Abyad (Akkermans 1989d:120-21 and Fig. IV.25)
and, like the Trichternmdbecher, may represent a variety of the cream bowl. A similar vessel
was found in the Halaflan pits at Damishliyya (Akkermans 1988a, PL 14, no. 109). The
decoration of the various kinds of bowls is in most cases quite simple. Most common are
either broad bands of paint along the rim and/or the body, or a solid painting of both
interior and exterior. An interesting and rather unexpected design is found on the closed
bowl illustrated by Fig. 3.32, no. 36: this stylised, naturalistic motif closely resembles the
'goaf pattern found on Samarra pottery of Tell es-Sawwan level IV Uppolitoni 1970-71:125
and Fig. J, no. 9). Apart from one possibly Samarra-influenced jar at Damishliyya (cf.
Akkermans 1988a:32 and PL 16, no. 126), Samarra-like ceramics appeared in the Balikh
valley only in late 6th millennium context at Sabi Abyad (see chapter 4). A more or less
similar 'goaf pattern can also be found in late Northern Ubaid context, e.g. at Tepe Gawra
stratum Xin (Tobler 1950:141 and PL CLI, no. 510)
Jars comprise four types of vessels, each of which has been found in more or less
equal numbers, viz. (1) bow-rim jars (n = 8; Fig. 3.33, nos. 39-41), always displaying two
broad bands of paint, one along the rim and the other at the junction of neck and shoulder,
(2) the so-called Büchsen of Tell Halaf, i.e. jars with short straight collar (n = 9; Fig. 3.34,
nos. 49-52), (3) angle-necked jars with tall, flaring collars (n = 4; Fig. 3.33, nos. 37-38), and
(4) small jars with low and slightly flaring collars (Fig. 3.33, nos. 42-46). The latter vessels
are in most cases decorated with a continuous row of vertical fringes along the rim,
whereas the junction of neck and shoulder never displays the characteristic band found on
all other vessels at this spot. Apparently these small, low-collared jars were distinguished
from the other forms not only by differences in shape but also by differences in decoration.
Perhaps these characteristics reflect specific symbolic values, and may suggest that these
vessels served in special contexts. That decoration and shape are closely related, and that
decoration is not simply exchangable from shape to shape, had already been suggested by
the pottery of Sabi Abyad (cf. Akkermans 1989d:119ff).
Pots are all of the hole-mouth type, with a simple plain rim curving inwards or
ocassionally a slightly thickened rim (Fig. 3.34, nos. 53-54; Fig. 335, nos. 55-56, 59-60).
Almost all of these pots were undecorated, which strongly suggests that they served in
other contexts than the carefully painted bowls and jars. Whereas the latter were probably
used for daily eating and drinking, and as such may have had a high visibility in
household use, pots may have served in the more intimate spheres of food preparation
and storage.
One sherd is thought to represent a lid (Fig. 3.35, no. 61), this on the basis of the very
low rim and the exterior decoration (the interior was left wholly open; if the vessel had
been used as a bowl instead of as a lid, the decoration would hardly have been visible). In
view of the diameter and the size of the lid, it may have been used to cover one of the
Büchsen.
The bases of the various kinds of vessels seem to have been flat. No rounded bases
have been recognised with certainty, but one fragment of a pedestal base appeared (Fig.
3.42, no. 141).
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Coarse Ware pottery was found only in small quantities and consists almost exclusively of
thick-walled hole-mouth vessels (Fig. 3.35, nos. 57-58). In addition, two bowl fragments
were found. None of these ceramics were decorated. All vessels were mineral-tempered,
either with lime, sand or lime-and-sand. In contrast with the finely textured Fine Ware, the
Coarse Ware pottery had a rather granular texture. Most of the vessels had a brown
surface colour, although occasionally a dark-buff to grey colour was found as well.
Although they often have a rather irregular surface, most of the Coarse Ware vessels seem
to have been smoothened after scraping. Almost half of the vessels showed evidence of
ubiquitous exterior burnishing.
6.4 Other Small Finds
Apart from ceramics, only few other small artefacts appeared in the prehistoric strata at
Khirbet esh-Shenef. All finds seem to stem from debris contexts, and, moreover, all objects
are ascribed to the topmost stratum 3. The lower stratum 4, characterised by a thick
homogeneous layer of red-brown soil in and around the various architectural features,
had so far been devoid of small finds.
Two fragments of basalt pestles, cylindrical in shape, were found in the ashy debris
layers of trenches B and C, whereas another, but completely preserved one appeared in
the mud-plastered basin in trench B. This cylindrical object was 21.5 cm long and had a
diameter of 6.4 cm, narrowing to about 3.5 cm towards the top. In association with this
pestle, a fragment of a basalt bowl with a straight, flaring wall and a flat base, about 17 cm
in diameter, was found. Originally, this bowl perhaps served as a mortar.
Most common were small sling bullets of unbaked clay, 11 examples of which were
found. These objects are all ovoid in shape, between 3.8 and 4.8 cm in length and, at their
central point, between 2.5 and 2.7 cm in diameter. Most sling bullets (8) stem from the
ashy debris layer in the eastern half of trench C, i.e. the stratum 3 remains surrounding
and covering the lower stratum 4 tholos IV.
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Late Halaf pottery from Khirbet esh-Shenef
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Late Halaf pottery from Khirbet esh-Shenef
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Late Halaf pottery from Khirbet esh-Shenef
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Late Halaf pottery from Khirbet esh-Shenef
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Late Halaf pottery from Khirbet esh-Shenef
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Late Halaf pottery from Khirbet esh-Shenef
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Late Halaf pottery from Khirbet esh-Shenef
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4 Towards a Comparative Chronology ofNeolithic Settlement in the Balikh Valley
1 Introduction
This chapter will focus on comparative chronology to begin with. I will attempt to set up a
regional chronological framework for the Balikh valley which allows comparison with
contemporary sites in other areas of the Near East and which thus delineates the
positioning of prehistoric settlement in the Balikh valley in a supraregional context.
Prior to the University of Amsterdam's excavations in the Balikh valley, this region
was little known archaeologically speaking, as only little locally obtained evidence on
matters of chronology was available. Consequently, for chronological and comparative
analysis one had to rely upon sequences established at sites in often remote areas, thereby
assuming that cultural development in these regions proceeded more or less along the
same lines as in the Balikh valley. Mallowan's prehistoric soundings at Aswad and Mefesh
hardly reached any depth, and resulted in rather isolated assemblages of artefacts and
related materials without proper relative positioning; any dating and interpretation was
derived from sites in eastern Syria and Iraq. Evidently, apart from the fact that no site or
region is a closed universe, one has to rely on evidence from other regions to a great extent
for any region where archaeological work is still in its infancy. There is, however, a great
risk of faulty interpretations. Particularly in the case of survey materials, the danger of
misinterpretation is obvious. For example, during the 1983 Balikh survey Ubaid-like
painted pottery was found on the surface of numerous sites, suggesting that these
settlements were very similar to those found in northern Iraq, the heartland of Northern
Ubaid society. Excavations at Tell Hammam et-Turkman on the Balikh, however, revealed
that such resemblances were largely restricted to painted ceramics, whereas unpainted
pottery yielded hardly any comparisons. Moreover, painted pottery constituted only a
minor part of the ceramic assemblage at Hammam et-Turkman, whereas the opposite
holds true for the Iraqi sites. At present, it seems that the Balikh valley was a peripheral
region of the Ubaid culture, differing strongly from the Iraqi homeland (Akkermans
1988b, 1988c).
Evidently, any regional chronological and interpretative framework should initially
be based on locally obtained evidence, incorporating information from outside the region
only at a later stage. Since fieldwork in the Balikh valley is still in its early stages, we have
thus far only partially succeeded in establishing a continuous local chronology and
sequence of development. At present, the lack of stratified information is most urgently
felt for the Pre-Pottery Neolithic, as this period was reached on a limited scale only at
Damishliyya and, perhaps, at Assouad. For the later periods only minor hiatuses exist but
these, too, hamper our understanding of the cultural development. Thus, the first half of
110
Chronology
the 6th millennium has not yet been completely covered in excavation and for the first half
of the 5th millennium B.C., too, a lengthy and continuous sequence is missing. The relevant
sites excavated thus far (Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef) each represent only
short-term settlements covering a small part of the early 5th millennium. The later 5th and
4th millennia B.C., however, have been wholly attested at Tell Hammam et-Turkman.
2 The Chronological Framework
As pointed out in the previous chapter, the excavations carried out thus far in the Balikh
valley are assumed to provide a representative picture of the cultural development in the
region as a whole, and can in broad terms also be used to interpret the evidence from
other, non-excavated sites. The chronological framework presented here is based upon the
stratigraphie sequences established at the various Balikh sites, and the associated
relationships and changes in ceramics, lithic industry and other classes of artefacts. In
addition, some radiocarbon dates are presented. It is assumed that the developments in
artefact typology and technology which are observed in excavation, act as sensitive
measures of the unfolding of the material culture, and that, at a higher level, they reflect
cultural processes. At present, five major phases of prehistoric occupation in the Balikh
valley can be recognised, here termed Balikh I to V (I being the oldest), most of which can
be subdivided:
BALIKH I: the Pre-Pottery Neolithic, tentatively dated ca. 7500-6100/6000 B.C.
In general terms, this phase equals the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B of the Levant and
neighbouring regions.
BALIKH II: the initial stage of the Pottery Neolithic, to be dated around 6100/6000-
5200 B.C. Three subphases are suggested:
- Balikh II A, representing the earliest ceramic strata excavated at Assouad and
Damishliyya, dated around 6100/6000-5700 B.C.
- Balikh IIB: this phase has not yet been attested in excavation but we have few
doubts about its existence. At present, a hiatus of several centuries seems to exist
between the earlier phase IIA and the later phase IIC, but is is felt that future field-
work at Sabi Abyad will bridge this gap (it is recalled that virgin soil has not yet been
reached at Sabi Abyad, and at least on the northeastern mound a minimum of four
metres of occupational debris awaits excavation).
- Balikh IIC, representing the earliest strata excavated at Sabi Abyad, but antedating
the appearance of fine painted ceramics at the site. Date ca. 5300-5200/5150 B.C.
BALIKH III. the more developed stage of the Pottery Neolithic, dated around
5200/5150-4500 B.C., and starting with the appearance of carefully made, painted
pottery of Samarra and Halaf style. Four subphases are recognised:
- Balikh III A, representing the transitional stage between the pre-Halaf Neolithic
and the earliest Halaf at Sabi Abyad, and dated ca. 5200/5150-5100 B.C.. Appearance
of earliest painted Fine Ware pottery and Samarra-rela ted ceramics.
- Balikh HIB, comprising the developed early Halaf of Sabi Abyad, dated ca. 5100-5000 B.C.
- Balikh IIIC, represented by the later Halaf of Damishliyya, dated in the
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earliest part of the 5th millennium (approximately 5000-4600 B.C.).
- Balikh HID, representing the last stages of the Halaf period, as evidenced by Khirbet
esh-Shenef and dated around the middle of the 5th millennium (4600-4500 B.C.).
BALIKH IV: the early Chalcolithic period, represented by the introduction of Ubaid-like
pottery and dated ca. 4500-3500 B.C. Four subphases are recognised, viz. Balikh IVA,
IVB, IVC and IVD, all excavated at Tell Hammam et-Turkman (cf. Akkermans 1988b,
1988c).
BALIKH V: the late Chalcolithic period, to be dated around 3500-3000 B.C., and sub-
divided into two phases, viz. Balikh VA and VB, and also attested at Tell Hammam
et-Turkman (Akkermans 1988b, 1988d).
As will be dear from the above, the proposed terminology is initially based on the
presence or absence of ceramics and on stylistic and technological developments within
the ceramic assemblages recognised. In many aspects, the boundaries between the various
phases, or even subphases, are far from sharply drawn, as numerous features are shared
through long periods of time. When including other artefact categories or settlement
evidence, other frameworks of development can be proposed. For example, the lithic
implements found at the ceramic Balikh HA sites are virtually indistinguishable from
those of the preceding, aceramic Balikh I period, since any major alterations in lithic tool
industry occur somewhere in the later 6th millennium, i.e. in the Balikh UB-C phases.
However, it is felt that ceramics are at present the most sensitive indicators of cultural
developments through time and as such allow the most detailed chronological ordering of
both excavated and surveyed sites.
In using the above terminology, the unique qualities and characteristics of the
cultural development in the Balikh valley are stressed. It allows the analysis of Balikh
development in its own right and one thus avoids any implicit or explicit assumptions that
immediately arise if one applies terms originally designed for other regions to the Balikh
basin. In spite of numerous affinities to cultural complexes in neighbouring regions, the
Balikh valley in many respects shows traits not present (or, to a certain extent, perhaps not
yet found) in these other areas, which points towards the existence of distinct cultural
'provinces' (see Mellaart 1981:132 for a similar suggestion regarding the Qoueiq area of
western Syria). As already mentioned in chapter 1, the site-oriented approach thus far
prevailing in Syrian archaeology (and in Near Eastern archaeology in general) has largely
neglected any regional variation, instead emphasising assumedly meaningful but in reality
perhaps superficial similarities between often remote sites. Some noteworthy exceptions,
however, do exist; here I refer, for example, to the work of the Braidwoods and associates
in western Syria (Braidwood and Braidwood 1960) and in Iraq (Braidwood and Howe
1960; Braidwood et al. 1983) or to the work of Hole and others in the Deh Luran of
southwestern Iran (Hole et al. 1969; Hole 1977).
For the present study, in which I focus upon later Neolithic developments in the
Balikh valley, the earliest phase, Balikh I, and the last two phases, Balikh IV and V, are of
marginal importance and will be left more or less undiscussed. Emphasis will thus be
upon the Balikh n and, particularly, Balikh in phases. The earliest, aceramic features of the
Balikh valley will be treated in a forthcoming study (Akkermans, ed., in prep.), while I
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have already discussed the Balikh IV-V evidence in great detail elsewhere (Akkermans
1988b, 1988e, 1988d)
Finally, a word of warning: the terminology proposed in this study may cause some
confusion since in my earlier reports on the excavations at Damishliyya and Sabi Abyad
(Akkermans 1987a, 1987b, 1987/88, 1988; Akkermans, ed., 1989) the Balikh IIC to HID
periods were simply referred to as T-ate Neolithic' (= Balikh nC-IIIA) and 'Halaf (= Balikh
fflB-D), which I considered to be appropriate at that time. At present, however, I suggest
that our late Neolithic' is actually not the last Neolithic phase; the latter is now taken to
be represented by Halaf culture. Although it is common practice (e.g. Mellaart 1970,1981;
Copeland 1979) to define painted-pottery societies like Halaf as 'Chalcolithic', I here
follow Braid wood and Howe (1960) and consider Halaf settlements like Sabi Abyad as
advanced farming villages (see also Redman 1978:177). Moreover, the excavations at Tell
Sabi Abyad have shown ample evidence of a close relationship between the 'Late
Neolithic' and 'Halaf periods, the characteristic traits of the latter being a local
development of earlier late Neolithic' features. However, while replacing the term 'Late
Neolithic' by Balikh IIC, names like Early Halaf or Late Halaf cannot be wholly avoided in
addition to the terms Balikh niA-IHD, since the former terms are much more current and
widely applied in archaeological literature.
3 Absolute Chronology: Radiocarbon Dates
Before discussing the relative chronological framework in more detail, it seems useful first
to present the available radiocarbon dates from the Balikh region. Table 4.1 summarises
these dates for the Neolithic. In order to adjust the Balikh dates to the existing
chronological frameworks (and so to avoid general confusion), all dates will be used in a
'traditional' manner, i.e. uncalibrated, throughout this study.
The first radiocarbon dates from the Balikh valley came from the site of Tell
Assouad. As pointed out in chapter 3, the re-excavation of Assouad by Cauvin led to the
distinction of eight levels of occupation (Vni-I; Cauvin 1972). The basal levels Vni-Vn
were without architecture but with pottery, whereas the upper levels VI-I yielded
mud-brick remains but no ceramics. A sample from the basal, pottery Neolithic level Vin
suggested a date around 6500 B.C., whereas another one, from the upper, supposedly
aceramic Neolithic level ffl, yielded a date around 6700 B.C. (Cauvin 1974:203; a third
sample from level III indicated a date of around 10,000 B.C. and was rejected). Both
samples lead Cauvin to the conclusion that pottery was introduced in Syria around 6500
B.C. (ibid.); however, whether this conclusion is justified can be questioned (Le Mière
(1979:40). The limited size and depth of Cauvin's trenches may have given a distorted
picture. At contemporary Damishliyya pottery appeared only in very modest numbers
and these ceramics might easily have been missed had our trenches been smaller.
Moreover, from the site report (Cauvin 1972) it is not clear from what exact context the
radiocarbon samples were taken; particularly in the case of the lower strata one may be
dealing with erosion material washed down from the slopes (some indication in this
direction might be inferred from the apparent chronological inversion vis-à-vis the
stratigraphie sequence). At other Syrian sites excavated, like Bouqras and Abu Hureyra,
the earliest pottery seems to appear at the very end of the 7th or the beginning of the 6th
millenium (see the discussion below).
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Most interesting in this respect are the recently obtained radiocarbon dates from
Damishliyya, all of which come from the pottery Neolithic (Balikh IIA) and which throw
new light on the earliest ceramics of the Balikh region. In view of the strong resemblances
between the Damishliyya and Assouad pottery and other artefacts, both sites must have
been of more or less contemporary date. However, this is not supported by the
radiocarbon dates from both sites: whereas the Assouad dates suggest that the Balikh HA
period can be placed somewhere between 6500-6000 B.C., the Damishliyya samples point
towards a much later date, i.e. 6100/6000-5700 B.C. Three dates are available from
SITE
Assouad
Damishliyya
Sabi Abyad
LAB. NO.
Mc-864
Mc-365
Mc-607
UtC-1094/
1095/1096
UlC-1097/
1098/1099
UlC-1124
CrN-16804
CrN-16800
GrN-16801
GrN-16802
GrN-16803
UtC-1008
UtC-1009
GrN-16805
UtC-1010
UtC-1011
UlC-1012
GrN-16806
MATERIAL
chaff in
sherd
chaff in
sherd
charcoal
burnt grain
charcoal
burnt seeds
burnt seeds
burnt seeds
charcoal
burnt seeds
burnt wood
burnt wood
burnt wood
charcoal
charcoal
LEVEL/
STRATUM
Vm,l
HL1
VI
5-7
5-7
5-7
1
2
3
3
4
4
8
8
(Halafn.e.
mound)
(pre-Halaf
n.e. mound)
(pre-Halaf
n.e. mound)
(pre-Halaf
n.e. mound)
CONVEN-
TIONAL
DATE B.P.
8450 ±120
8650±120
12,500 ±160
7920 ±110
7670 ±60
7700±90
6975 ±30
7005 ±30
7465 ±35
7065 ±30
7075 ±25
6930 ±80
7080 ±80
7145 ±30
6670 ±100
7150 ±90
7170 ±90
7225 ±30
CONVEN-
TIONAL
DATE B.C.
6500 ±120
6700 ±120
10,550 ±160
5970 ±110
5720 ± 60
5750 ±90
5025±30
5055±30
5515 ±35
5115 ±30
5125 ±25
4980 ±80
5130 ±80
5195 ±30
4720 ±100
5200±90
5220 ±90
5275 ±30
CALIBRA-
TED
D ATE B.C.
7050-6610
6560-6440
6610-6440
5951 -5768
5959-5818
6390-6189
5977-5818
5979-5889
5954-5664
6074-5883
6077-5976
5640-5480
6090-5960
6100-5970
6097-6003
Table 4.1
Radiocarbon dates from Neolithic sites in the Balikh valley.
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Damishliyya, all coming from the large pit ascribed to the topmost strata 5-7 (see chapter
3). One sample was taken from charcoal, the others from burnt vegetable inclusions in two
characteristic Balikh IIA sherds1. The charcoal sample yielded a date of 5750 ± 90 B.C.,
closely supported by one of the sherd samples indicating 5720 ± 20 B.C. The other sherd
sample, however, is considerably older, suggesting a date of 5970 ± 110 B.C. (Table 4.1).
These age differences may be due to the nature of the context from which the samples
were taken: some mixing of artefacts of various date can easily be expected in the case of
refuse pits. It may also be the case that the pit had been in use for a considerable period of
time, particularly if one takes into account its huge size and depth (the sherds came from
different elevations). Whatever be the case, it seems clear that the Damishliyya pottery is
of much later date than suggested by the Assouad samples and is in much closer
agreement with the available dates from the sites along the Euphrates. Since pottery was
already found in very modest quantities in strata 3 and 4, preceding the large pit, the
earliest ceramics of Damishliyya are most likely to be dated around 6100-6000 B.C. The last
stages of the Balikh IIA period then can be dated around 5700 B.C. When taking into
account the general resemblances between Damishliyya and Assouad and the much more
reliable context of the Damishliyya dates, it is felt that this holds for Assouad, too.
Around 5700 B.C., Damishliyya and most of the other Balikh HA sites were
abandoned and settlement now contracted to a few larger sites only (see chapter 5). The
later stages of the 6th millennium were attested in excavation at Tell Sabi Abyad but so far
no direct stratigraphie link has been established between the Balikh HA and the Sabi
Abyad Neolithic. However, in view of the fact that virgin soil has not yet been reached at
Sabi Abyad and in view of the repeated occurrence of Damishliyya-like ceramics on the
surface of the site, it is thought that early 6th millennium strata of occupation can be found
at Sabi Abyad.
At present, 12 radiocarbon dates are available from Sabi Abyad (Table 4.1), covering
several phases, viz. Balikh HC, UIA, IDB and, perhaps, HIC. Four samples stem from the
northeastern mound (UtC-1010, UtC-1011, UtC-1012, GrN-16806), whereas the remainder
comes from the southeastern area of excavation. With one exception (GrN-16801), the
samples are in agreement with the stratigraphie sequence and as such seem to be highly
reliable. The sample GrN-16801, giving a date of 7465 ± 35 BP (5515 B.C.), is definitely too
old when compared with the other dates from closely associated levels. Actually, this early
date is quite astonishing and as yet unexplained, for the sample was taken from a large
deposit of charred grain associated with, assumedly, in-situ vessels on the floor of one of
the rooms of the Level 3 main building. Either the sample was contaminated or the grain
represents an out-of-context remnant of earlier levels instead of an in-situ deposit proper.
The present data suggest that the often-mentioned figure of 7570 ± 35 BP (5620 B.C) from
Tell Halaf (Vogel and Waterbolk 1964), said to date the transition from Atimonochrome to
Halaf, is much too old as well, and can safely be rejected. Earlier, Watkins and Campbell
(1987:444), among others, had already expressed strong doubts regarding the correctness
of the Tell Halaf sample.
The age determination was done through Accelerator Mass Spectrometry (AMS) at the Physical
Laboratory of the University of Utrecht. Of each sherd, three samples were taken for analysis; the data
presented here are an average.
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Sample UtC-1010 from the northeastern mound also causes some difficulties, for it seems
to be too young. However, this sample, consisting of charred-wood particles, was taken
from the contents of a hearth belonging to the topmost Halaf level on the northeastern
mound. The associated pottery assemblage comprised Balikh IIIB (early Halaf) ceramics as
well as a number of sherds which would not be out of place at nearby Balikh HIC
Damishliyya; it is most likely that this topmost stratum represents a transitional stage
between the earlier and the more developed Halaf in our region. Earlier, some evidence
had already been found that a hiatus exists between the lower Balikh IIC/IIIA Neolithic
and the subsequent Balikh mB Halaf level on the northeastern mound (cf. Akkermans
1989d:131); apparently, in this part of Sabi Abyad true Halaf is of somewhat later date than
in the southeastern area. In this respect it seems that sample UtC-1010 dates not so much
the Balikh IHB phase as the earliest part of the next Balikh IIIC phase.
The other dates from the northeastern mound suggest a conventional date of around
5300-5200 B.C. for the lowest levels thus far reached in excavation. These strata were without
the characteristic painted ceramics which define the Balikh DIA period, and are all ascribed to
the later part of the Balikh EC period. Both in material assemblage and in date, these levels
closely resemble the earliest levels reached in trench P15 of the southeastern area. The first
carefully made, mineral-tempered and painted ceramics appeared in Level 6, which Level
defines the beginning of the Balikh DIA period on the southeastern mound.
The remaining figures from Sabi Abyad all date the 'transitional' Balikh IIIA period,
dated around 5200/5150-5100 B.C., and the Balikh mB or Early Halaf period, which can
now be firmly placed between about 5100 and 5000 B.C. Conventionally, Halaf is said to
begin around 5500 B.C. but this view can no longer be held. Around 5000 B.C., Halaf
seems to appear in northern Iraq and surroundings, as evidenced, for example, by a
recently obtained date (BM-1531) from the lower level 25 at Arpachiyah, yielding a date of
4980 B.C. (6930 ± 60 BP; Hijara et al. 1980:144). Halaf radiocarbon chronology has been
extensively discussed by Watkins and Campbell (1987), whereas for a long list of Halaf
radiocarbon dates the reader is reffered to Aurenche and Evin (1987).
The Early Stages of the Pottery Neolithic: Balikh II
L
4.1 Balikh II A
The earliest stages of the Pottery Neolithic in the Balikh valley were reached at
Damishliyya and Assouad. Small settlements like Damishliyya and Assouad, ranging in
size from 0.4 ha. (Damishliyya) to perhaps 2.2 ha. (Assouad; the site actually consists of
two mounds), are characteristic of the later 7th and early 6th millennium B.C. in the Balikh
valley. In addition to the three Pottery Neolithic (Balikh IIA) sites found by Lorraine
Copeland during her short 1978 survey (Copeland 1979, 1982), our 1983 Balikh survey
yielded at least nine other sites from this period, several of which occur in clusters, thus
forming larger agglomerations (see chapter 5). There seems to be a close relationship
between the Pre-Pottery Neolithic and the earliest Pottery Neolithic; at Damishliyya, strata
of the latter period cover lower, aceramic levels without any break in sequence. A gradual
transition between both periods is suggested. At present there is no reason to assume that
pottery was introduced at all sites in the Balikh valley at the same time. It may well be that
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some sites remained wholly aceramic, whereas at other, nearby settlements ceramics were
already modestly used.
The pottery from the basal levels Vul-Vu at Assouad mainly consists of plain coarse
wares, vegetable or grit-tempered and usually indicating a dark core. Shapes mainly point
to simple hole-mouth pots, straight-walled bowls and low plates (Cauvin 1972; Le Mière
1979; see chapter 3). Both in shape and manufacture these ceramics are virtually identical
to those of the upper strata 3-7 at Damishliyya (the lower strata 1-2 were wholly devoid of
ceramics), although some local peculiarities are observed. Thus, whereas at Assouad about
14% of the ceramics showed solely mineral temper (Le Mière 1979:12), at Damishliyya
hardly 1% of the ceramics indicated such grit inclusions. Moreover, at Assouad some
Neolithic painted sherds were found which were absent at Damishliyya. So were the
hole-mouth pots with an applied band of clay underneath the run mat constitute a
characteristic trait at Tell Assouad (Le Mière 1979:27 and Figs. 26,27).
On radiocarbon evidence, a date between 6100-5700 B.C. is suggested for the pottery
of Damishliyya, Assouad and related sites in the Balikh valley. Originally, the pottery of
Tell Assouad was compared by its excavator to that of Amuq phases A-B (Cauvin 1972),
but both Copeland (1979:266) and Le Mière (1979:38) have correctly stated that the
Assouad and related Balikh pottery is not similar to the Amuq and Levantine Dark-Faced
Burnished Ware (see e.g. Braidwood and Braidwood 1960:49ff). They suggest that the
pottery from Tell Assouad, and therefore the comparable ceramics from Damishliyya,
preceded the Amuq A assemblage. However, according to some radiocarbon dates from
Ramad III and Labwe II-A, Amuq A pottery appears in the early 6th millennium, i.e.
around 6000-5900 B.C. (Moore 1982), and may thus very well be contemporary to our
Balikh ceramics. So far only few parallels have been found outside the Balikh area for the
ceramic assemblages from either Tell Damishliyya or Tell Assouad. A strong regional
variability in pottery development is indicated. In the Balikh region itself, intersite
differences are noticeable, which are to be expected within a domestic mode of pottery
production.
The present evidence suggests that Tells Assouad and Damishliyya are largely
identical in material culture and there can be little doubt that both sites were
simultaneously occupied. A major difference between both sites, however, is the
appearance of pottery. The question whether the ceramics represent an intermittent stage
at Assouad (Cauvin 1974) or whether its absence in the upper levels is largely due to
matters of sampling (Le Mière 1979, 1986) is hard to answer but the evidence from
Damishliyya and, on the Syrian Euphrates, from Abu Hureyra points in the latter
direction. At Abu Hureyra small quantities of pottery were found in the topmost levels
(phase III), marked by some mud-brick walls and numerous shallow pits filled with
occupation debris. The last radiocarbon date from the lower, aceramic levels is 6240 ± 77
B.C. and soon afterwards the first ceramics appeared at the site (Moore 1982:15). The
pottery from Abu Hureyra consists of a plain coarse ware which is straw-tempered and
crumbly in texture. Most of the sherds seem to have been burnished to some degree and
some sherds showed traces of red paint. Some others indicated a cordon decoration. Both
painted and cordon decoration were not found at Damishliyya but did appear at Tell
Assouad (Le Mière 1979). In general, the pottery from Abu Hureyra seems to be closely
related to that from the Balikh sites.
It has been claimed (Cauvin 1974; Moore 1975,1982; Copeland 1979) that the pottery
from the Balikh sites and its equivalent at Abu Hureyra closely resembles the ceramics
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found at Bouqras in eastern Syria, but Le Mière (1983,1986) has clearly shown that the
Bouqras pottery belongs to a different tradition and more closely resembles the ceramics
of sites like Umm Dabaghiyah, Tell Sotto and Yarim Tepe I in Iraq. Pottery at Bouqras
appears in mixed deposits in the 'virgin soil squares' from level 7 onwards but the larger
part of it was found in the topmost southwestern part of the site (Le Mière 1986). A
number of radiocarbon dates from Bouqras suggest that the pottery found in the upper
levels 7-1 of the 'virgin soil squares' can be dated around 6100-5900 B.C., whereas the
ceramics from the southwestern area are of considerably later date, i.e. around 5600-5500
B.C. (ibid.:120-21, 253-57). Probably, the pottery found at Bouqras for the larger part
succeeds that recovered from Assouad, Damishliyya and Abu Hureyra.
A chronological assignment of Tells Assouad and Damishliyya in the late 7th and
early 6th millennium is confirmed by the lithic implements and other small finds from
these sites. Others (M.-C. Cauvin 1972; Copeland 1979) have already pointed out that the
lithic industry of Tell Assouad and, consequently, of Tell Damishliyya entirely fits within
the Levantine Pre-Pottery Neolithic B tradition, represented further inland in Syria by sites
like Mureybit IV, Abu Hureyra and Bouqras. The lithics of Tell Assouad indicate a clear
relationship between the basal ceramic Neolithic levels Vul-VII and the upper, supposedly
aceramic. Neolithic levels VI-I, thereby strongly suggesting a continuous occupation of the
site through time (M.-C. Cauvin 1972:92). Most characteristic are the tanged arrowheads of
Byblos Point-type, found in a stratigraphie context both at Assouad and Damishliyya and,
on the surface, at numerous other sites in the Balikh region (Akkermans, ed., in prep.).
Byblos Points occur through a long period of time: they first appear around 7600 B.C. and
last until the early 6th millennium B.C. (Moore 1982; Roodenberg 1986). Towards the end
of the 7th millennium a new type of arrowheads appeared on the Euphrates, i.e. the Amuq
Points. At Abu Hureyra these points were only found in the upper phase lu, marked by
the first appearance of pottery at the site (Moore 1975:63). Further east at Bouqras,
arrowheads of Amuq type were found throughout the sequence in association with Byblos
Points (Roodenberg 1986:44). On the Balikh, neither Assouad nor Damishliyya yielded
Amuq arrowheads in a stratigraphie context but two such points were found on the
surface of Tell Damishliyya and some other sites.
Apart from the tanged arrowheads, other lithic implements like end-scrapers and
sickle blades also suggest close parallels between Assouad and Damishliyya. Burins,
however, constitute an interesting difference between the lithic industries of both sites.
Whereas these implements are extremely common at Assouad, they occur only in small
numbers at Damishliyya. Whether this distinction is due to different activities carried out
at each site or merely to sampling procedures, remains to be investigated.
Other parallels between Assouad and Damishliyya include the small 'stud' figurines
and. stone bowls. The carefully made stone bowls found at Assouad and Damishliyya
show close similarities with stone vessels from, for example, late 7th millennium Bouqras.
At the latter site multi-coloured stones were worked in such a way that the natural
banding or other colour effects served as decoration of the vessel wall. This seems to be
the case in the Balikh valley as well. A fragment of a small pot with legs found in stratum 3
at Damishliyya constitutes another parallel to Bouqras stoneware (cf. Roodenberg 1986).
Stone bowls seem to represent a mainly 7th millennium feature in the Balikh valley.
Whereas these vessels commonly appear at Assouad and Damishliyya, they are rare in
later periods, suggesting that pottery had taken over the role of stone vessels in daily life.
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In the beginning of the 6th millennium, Tells Damishliyya and Assouad seem to have been
deserted. At this time, numerous sites in the Balikh valley were abandoned and a
flourishing Neolithic society seems to have come to an end (see chapter 5). Some incised
sherds and some Amuq points found at the surface of Damishliyya point towards a later,
6th millennium occupation but so far no substantial traces of such inhabitation have been
found. Interestingly enough, the southern half of the Balikh basin (i.e. south of
Mounbatah) seems to have been devoid of permanent settlement already at an earlier
stage; here only a few Pre-Pottery Neolithic sites are found, whereas traces of Balikh HA
occupation are wholly absent.
In the first half of the 5th millennium, a small Halaf (Balikh IDC) settlement was
founded at Damishliyya. The latter may represent a Halaf camp site used during a short
period only (see below). A few Halaf sherds found at Assouad suggest that a similar
settlement may have been present at Assouad at this time.
4.2 Balikh IIB-C
It is most tempting to relate the collapse of the Balikh HA society to the general trend
towards community desertion in the early 6th millennium B.C. (the so-called hiatus
palestinien), but I strongly feel that any such gap in occupation is in fact non-existent in our
region. Part of the assumed trend towards site abandonment in vast areas of Syria and the
Levant at this time (see, for example, Mellaart 1975:67-69; Moore 1983:99) is without doubt
in agreement with the present state of research, although, for that matter, we do have
evidence that numerous settlements were given up in the Balikh valley as well, the reasons
for which are still unclear. On the other hand, although many sites were abandoned, the
present evidence suggests that the valley as a whole was not left uninhabited (as
incorrectly suggested before by Copeland 1979:269); occupation in the region seems to
have contracted to several larger sites. At present, only few sites indicate a continuous
occupation throughout the 6th millennium B.C., one of which is Sabi Abyad (see chapter
5). Excavations at the latter site have revealed a lengthy sequence of Balikh IIC to IIIB
levels of occupation, without any major hiatuses (chapter 3 and Akkermans 1987a, 1987b;
Akkermans, ed., 1989).
The earliest phases of occupation uncovered so far at Sabi Abyad date from around
5300 B.C., but, since virgin soil has not yet been reached, it is expected that earlier levels
will be found. Strata proving the transition from Balikh D to Balikh -Hfe^ (here
provisionally termed Balikh IIB) have not yet been found but we have few doubts about
their existence. The presence of Balikh IIA-like ceramics on the surface of the site and, in
disturbed contexts, in the trenches of excavation strongly plead for a continuous
occupation from about 6000 B.C. onwards. Most likely, these Balikh ÜB strata are defined
by a specific kind of ceramics thus far found on the surface of a few sites only. The best
collection came from the large site of Mounbatah and is characterised by thick-walled,
dark red and burnished ceramics as well as by incised sherds and pottery displaying
coarsely executed geometric designs in red paint on a whitish slip. Le Mière (1986:79-80)
suggested a relationship between the Mounbatah ceramics and those of Bouqras, thereby
confirming a date in the early 6th millennium B.C. Most recently, such ceramics have also
been reported from the surface of Tell Haloula in the upper Euphrates valley near the
Syro-Turkish border, antedating the Halaf pottery at the site (Cauvin and Molist, in press).
nc.
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Some of the red-burnished ceramics show close similarities with pottery found in the
earliest Levels reached at Sabi Abyad and also the incised pottery is found in small
quantities at the latter site. Incision seems to be a characteristic feature of the 6th
millennium pottery in the region. It was found neither in the early ceramic period
(Assouad-Damishliyya) nor in the later part of the Neolithic (Halaf period).
In view of their date, the earliest Levels reached at Sabi Abyad (Balikh HO must
have been contemporary to phase B of the Amuq in western Syria. The best comparisons
are found in the characteristic Amuq Dark-Faced Burnished Ware (e.g. Braidwood and
Braidwood 1960), which occurred in small quantities at Sabi Abyad and which was found
on the surface of some other sites in the Balikh region2. The Dark-Faced Burnished Ware
vessels differ from the other burnished pottery in shape, temper, colour and decorative
pattern, and clay analyses have made it clear that these vessels are import products from
western Syria or southeastern Turkey (Le Mière 1989; see also chapter 7). In the Syrian
Jezirah the closest parallel to the Balikh OC ceramics of Sabi Abyad is probably supplied
by the Altmonochrome wares of Tell Halaf and Tell Habesh. But the information that has
been published about these sites is limited and the chronological positioning of the
recovered ceramics is far from clear.
At Tell Halaf on the Syro-Turkish border, the basal levels yielded so-called
Altmonochrome pottery exclusively, at a later stage followed by a mixture of both
Altmonochrome and painted Halaf pottery until in the upper levels the Altmonochrome
finally disappeared (Von Oppenheim and Schmidt 1943:25).
Altmonochrome pottery generally consists of coarsely made and thick-walled vessels,
often burnished and with a grey, yellowish-brown or red colour. The majority of the
ceramics shows a distinct dark core and has apparently been fired at low temperatures or
during a short time only. Interestingly enough, most of the Altmonochrome from Tell Halaf
seems to have been mineral-tempered (lime or sand), although plant inclusions have been
found as well. In this respect, the Altmonochrome clearly differs from the Balikh ULA
pottery of Tell Sabi Abyad, where the reverse holds true: here the ceramics are mainly
plant-tempered, and the grit-tempered variety is restricted to the Grey-Black and Fine
Wares. The Altmonochrome pottery is divided into two broad categories, differing from
each other in surface treatment and shape variety, viz. common ware and so-called
Wirtschaftskeramik (Von Oppenheim and Schmidt 1943:25 ff). When looking at the shapes,
the common ware shows some close parallels to the Balikh IKA ceramics, although some
shapes (e.g. the vessels with sharply intuming rims, or the platters and dishes) are wholly
absent from our site. Interestingly enough, the ceramics defined as Wirtschaftskeramik at
Tell Halaf are also entirely lacking at Sabi Abyad, except for some simple bowl and
hole-mouth profiles. The reasons for this apparent lack are unknown at present but
On the basis of the 1986 season of excavation at Sabi Abyad and a first analysis of the 1983 survey
material, it was earlier reported that Dark-Faced Burnished Ware (DFBW) was virtually absent in the
Balikh valley (Akkermans 1989d:128), but it now appears that DFBW is found already in small quantities
in the various Balikh [1C strata. Moreover, on technological grounds, some of the pottery described in
my earlier reports as Grey-Black Burnished Ware actually includes some (imported) DFBW. When
analysing the survey material in more detail, it became dear that this DFBW is not restricted to Sabi
Abyad but was also used at, e.g., Mounbatah and Wazgöl.
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recently it has been suggested (Bartl 1989) that at least some of the pottery described as
Altmonochrome at Tell Halaf is not of prehistoric date but belongs to the Iron Age; these
ceramics may either have been intrusive in the Neolithic levels at the site or, in view of the
absence of any reliable stratigraphy, have simply been ascribed to these levels on stylistic
arguments. The present evidence from Tell Sabi Abyad seems to support this view.
Another possibility to explain the obvious ceramic differences between Tell Halaf and Tell
Sabi Abyad is that pottery traditions strongly varied from region to region. Van As and
Jacobs (1989) have pointed out that the manufacture of the coarse ware ceramics of Tell
Sabi Abyad required only few technical abilities and may very well have been carried out
within a domestic mode of production.
The closest parallels between Tell Halaf and Sabi Abyad are constituted by the
commonly appearing hole-mouth pots and by the simple plain-rim bowls with rounded or
occasionally carinated bodies. Conical lugs are a characteristic feature of the
Altmonochrome vessels of Tell Halaf and are found both on bowls and pots. At Sabi Abyad,
only pots indicate such handles. Another interesting parallel is constituted by the so-called
Tiusking trays', one fragment of which was found at Tell Halaf (Von Oppenheim and
Schmidt 1943, Textabb. 2). This example shows deeply incised ridges on the vessel wall
and probably on the base, too, and closely resembles some husking-tray fragments from
Sabi Abyad. Some shapes found at Tell Halaf are absent at Sabi Abyad, whereas, on the
other hand, some profiles from our site have not been found at Tell Halaf (e.g. the
hole-mouth jars). Moreover, incised pottery seems to be absent from Tell Halaf. Some
ceramics related to those termed Fine Ware at Sabi Abyad seem also to have been found in
association with Altmonochrome pottery but in the final Tell Halaf volume little is reported
to draw any definite conclusions from (cf. Von Oppenheim and Schmidt 1943:67ff).
Pottery closely related to the Altmonochrome from Tell Halaf is also reported from
Tell Habesh, situated in the upper Wadi Dara area, about 50 km east of Tell Halaf
(Davidson 1977:88). This site was truncated by modern construction works which allowed
the examination of a complete vertical section through the mound. The lower levels seem
to contain solely monochrome burnished pottery, immediately followed by levels showing
both this monochrome burnished ware and 'Early Halaf ceramics. In this respect, Tell
Habesh closely resembles Tell Halaf.
The Developed Pottery Neolithic: Balikh III (the Halaf Period)
5.1 Sequence and development
Balikh El or Halaf strata of occupation have been uncovered at three sites in the Balikh
valley, viz. Sabi Abyad, Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef. Earlier, Mallowan (1946)
suggested that his rectangular building found on top of Aswad/Assouad was of Halafian
date but, as pointed out before, this structure is probably of earlier date (late 7th or early
6th millennium). The few Halafian sherds retrieved from this building are most probably
intrusive (it is recalled that in the Cauvin sounding no Halaf strata appeared). Intrusive
Halaf pottery was also found in Ubaid-related contexts at both Mefesh (Mallowan 1946)
and, more recently, Tell Hammam et-Turkman (Akkermans 1988e).
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The excavated sites fit in various parts of the Balikh HI period, as illustrated by their
ceramics, but unfortunately any continuous sequence is lacking so far. Thus Sabi Abyad
covers the earliest stages of the Halaf period, Damishliyya belongs to what has
traditionally been called the 'Middle Halaf and Shenef fits in the Täte Halaf'. The latter
two sites were newly founded somewhere in the early half and around the middle of the
5th millennium B.C. respectively and were both inhabited during a short period of time
only. At Sabi Abyad, however, the repeated occurrence of later Halaf pottery on the
surface and in erosion layers covering the earlier Balikh HIB levels suggests that a later
Balikh in settlement may also be found. In all probability the latter has to be mainly
searched for on the western half of the site, so far hardly touched in excavation. In 1988 a
series of test trenches was laid out on top of Sabi Abyad, revealing a number of Late
Bronze Age levels (13th century B.C.) covering the lower, prehistoric strata. A test probe in
one of the trenches yielded later Balikh ÏÏI ceramics exclusively. The 1986 excavations
along the northern slope of the northeastern mound of Sabi Abyad yielded only Balikh
IHA-B remains but during the 1988 season a number of HIC sherds appeared in the
topmost levels of trenches U5 to Y5, laid out on the top and down the eastern slope of the
northeastern mound. The bulk of the ceramics from these trenches, however, is of IHB
origin and one may have some doubts about the exact positioning of the HIC pottery. It is
also possible that the pottery recovered from these trenches is of slightly younger date
than that found earlier; indeed, a single radiocarbon sample from the topmost Halafian
stratum in trench V5 yielded a date of 4720 B.C. and is therefore of younger date when
compared with those of the southeastern mound (here the samples from the Balikh IIIB
strata all date from between about 5100 and 5000 B.C.). Since no Balikh IUC-D strata were
found above the HIB levels of the southeastern mound, settlement apparently shifted or
contracted to the western and, perhaps, northern part of the mound somewhere in the
Balikh III period.
It must be stressed that the four Balikh phases thus far recognised all represent
conceptual entities, which I have arbitrarily imposed upon the material of the various
excavated sites. At Sabi Abyad it has already appeared that the transition from IIC
through III A to DIB was of a most gradual nature and most likely this holds for the later
Balikh HI phases as well. A sharp distinction in ceramics between the Balikh IIIB and the
later niC-HID phases is not expected either: when including evidence from lengthily
occupied sites outside the Balikh valley (e.g. Arpachiyah, Tell Aqab), any transitions or
developments in pottery are seen to be of a slow and gradual nature, without any major
breaks. The survey material from the Balikh valley points in this direction as well. Many
sites yielded materials which cannot be ascribed to one specific period only and thus seem
to bridge the present gaps between the various periods. In the case of the last two periods,
viz. Balikh IOC and IHD, it is recalled that in a stratigraphie context these are locally
represented by two sites only (Damishliyya and Shenef), both of which may easily be
chronologically separated from each other by a period of perhaps several centuries (thus
emphasising material differences and enforcing a black-and-white picture). There can,
however, be no doubt that ceramics changed in the course of time.
In the case of the Balikh valley, one may wonder whether, in addition to the four
phases already recognised, another, fifth phase has to be distinguished, i.e. the
Halaf-Ubaid Transitional. At present, we have only a poor understanding of the
relationship between the Halaf and Ubaid cultural complexes (see, for example, Breniquet
1987,1989). In his 1938 excavations at Tell Mefesh in the Balikh valley, Mallowan already
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found a type of ceramics which he considered to be a "hybrid' variety of both Halaf and
Ubaid ceramic traditions (Mallowan 1946:140). Supposedly this pottery indicated
Ubaid-like shapes and manufacture but displayed Halaf-like decoration. Similar ceramics
appeared at Tepe Gawra and Tell Aqab, and it was Davidson (1977:149ff) who first
suggested to term these materials and their associated strata of occurrence as 'Halaf-Ubaid
Transitional'. At present, a true transition indicating a development of Ubaid ceramics or
ceramic traits out of Halaf pottery cannot be firmly demonstrated for the Balikh valley.
The recent excavations at Tell Hammam et-Turkman, located about 20 km north of
Mefesh, have shown that the Mefesh 'hybrid' ceramics fit entirely within the local
Ubaid-related ceramic tradition; shape and techniques of manufacture as well as design
and design configuration are very different from Halaf ware (Akkermans 1988c:222).
At first sight, it seems that the discovery of a transitional stage between pre-Halaf
Neolithic and Halaf Neolithic is the sole and major difference in chronological terms when
compared with the already existing, tripartite framework of Halaf cultural development.
Mallowan and Rose (1935) first suggested such a three-fold division of the Halaf period on
the basis of the excavations at Arpachiyah (levels pre-TTIO, levels TT10-8 and levels
TT7-6), termed by Perkins (1949:42) as Early, Middle and Late Halaf, respectively, fa his
1977 dissertation on Halaf pottery, Davidson adopted this framework, pointing out that it
holds true for Halaf sites in other regions as well (Davidson 1977:25ff, 340). Whether this
is, indeed, the case must be doubted seriously. It should not be assumed that the Balikh
sites simply confirm the long-held tripartite chronology of Halaf ceramic development
The basic point is whether the Arpachiyah sequence is 'typical' of Halaf ceramic
development and whether it can be applied, without further questioning, to other sites in
often far-away regions. Watkins and Campbell (1987) have already argued that the
Arpachiyah Late Halaf was a specific, Arpachiyah-bound feature, over-emphasised by
Mallowan and Rose by the unique qualities of the TT6 Burnt House contents, or perhaps
representing a 'splash of brilliance' of local Arpachiyah potters. Evidently, in terms of the
Arpachiyah sequence, level TT6 does represent a specific chronological marker, but it is
not a matter of course that this material is characteristic of Halaf cultural development as a
whole and in all regions. Arpachiyah Late Halaf ceramics were found at Tepe Gawra,
located at a distance of ca. 15 km north of Arpachiyah, but clay analyses of ceramics have
shown that Arpachiyah served as a pottery production centre exporting its products to
nearby sites (see chapter 7). In the Mosul region of northern Iraq, the distinction of a Late
Halaf phase may therefore have some validity, but the continuation of Middle Halaf traits
on so-called Late Halaf pottery suggests a close relationship between both phases. Outside
the Mosul region, any distinction between Middle and Late Halaf as defined by the
Arpachiyah sequence can hardly be sustained.
Another example is the Arpachiyah 'Early Halaf, which is definitely not the same as
the Sabi Abyad/Balikh II1B 'Early Halaf; the latter undoubtedly precedes, at least
partially, that of Arpachiyah. Since pre-Halaf and transitional levels are not present at
Arpachiyah and since Halaf pottery here appeared in a developed state, it must have been
brought to the site from elsewhere. So far, the earliest Halaf, as represented by Sabi Abyad,
seems to be lacking in northern Iraq, although this may easily be due to the present state of
research; only few Halaf sites have been excavated and in surveys it was simply
impossible to recognise truly early materials since one did not know what to look for (but
see chapter 8).
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Until now the Arpachiyah framework has too often been applied in a rigid and static
manner, which largely neglects internal and regional dynamics. Excavations at Tell Aqab
in the upper Khabur region of northern Syria have shown evidence of a lengthy sequence
of Halaf occupation but the ceramic development has been published in a most simplified
form and entirely in terms of the Arpachiyah sequence (Davidson 1977). Thus, on the basis
of some 'standard' Arpachiyah types of ceramics, three main Halaf phases (Early, Middle
and Late) are recognised, complemented by a fourth phase apparently absent at
Arpachiyah, i.e. the Halaf-Ubaid Transitional. Since hardly any ceramics other than those
already known from Arpachiyah are presented, the risk of self-confirmative results and
circular reasoning is evident. It is felt that, unless more material is published, Aqab is at
present only of little value for chronological purposes. In this respect it is worth quoting
Watkins and Campbell (1987:430), who point out that "Although it was possible to draw a
line between the middle and late Halaf at Tell Aqab (...) the point at which the distinction
was made was a rather arbitrary matter of archaeological convenience than one of cultural
significance". Watkins and Campbell then suggest to use, instead of a three-fold division
of Early, Middle and Late Halaf, a twofold division of Early and Late Halaf, followed by a
Halaf-Ubaid Transitional. Earlier, Mellaart (1981:143ff) suggested that surface-collected
sherds can be divided according to an early and late Halaf period without further
stratigraphically controlled excavations.
However, it is evident that, when accepting a bipartite chronological frame as more
appropriate for the regions outside the Mosul area, chronological problems are far from
solved. On the contrary, in rejecting the existence of a major third period, our basic
chronological framework becomes even rougher and more undif ferentiated, particularly if
we take into account the considerable time-depth of the Halaf period and the often short
period of occupation of the individual sites. Thus, whereas one can ascribe a particular site
to either the early or the late period, in comparative analysis one is hardly able to define
the exact chronological positioning of one site with regard to another, in particular if these
sites were each occupied during a short period of time only (i.e. one or two building
phases). Obviously, these drawbacks are most seriously felt in survey analyses. On the
basis of the site density and size, Davidson (1977:17, 87) suggests that in Halaf times the
upper Khabur region of northern Syria may have supported populations as large as those
nowadays found in this region, apparently assuming that all these Halaf sites were
occupied simultaneously. However, investigations in the Balikh valley clearly showed that
most sites were wholly abandoned after a short period of occupation. Where did these
people go? It is most likely that another settlement was founded nearby, also to be
inhabited for a brief period only, etc. The present evidence suggests a high mobility of the
population in later Halaf times, the size of the population de facto remaining more or less
the same or only slightly increasing (see chapter 5). Excavations at other sites outside the
Balikh region (e.g. Arjoune, Kharabeh Shattani, Umm Qseir) strongly support this view, as
many of the investigated sites show only short sequences of occupation. Indeed, larger
sites having lengthy sequences do exist, but these are far less numerous than the smaller
ones. Generally, archaeologists prefer to dig at large sites, leaving the smaller ones
untouched, but evidently a distorted picture will emerge when one simply extrapolates
the results of these excavations to sites known from surveys only.
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5.2 Balikh UIA
This phase represents a transitional stage between the lower period IIC and the upper,
developed early Halaf or Balikh niB period in the Balikh valley. In a well-stratified
context, this transitional stage has so far been found only at Sabi Abyad; none of the other
excavated sites in or outside the Balikh valley have yet yielded a similar transition and in
this respect the unique qualities of Sabi Abyad are stressed. Although at a number of sites
pre-Halaf Neolithic levels followed by Halaf Neolithic strata have been exposed, there is
either a lack of firm, recorded stratigraphy (Tell Halaf, Tell Habesh, Nineveh) or a hiatus
in occupation between both phases (e.g. Chagar Bazar, Kharabeh Shattani).
At Sabi Abyad transitional levels were reached in rather narrow but deep trenches
on the northeastern and southeastern mounds (Levels 6-4). The vast majority of the
ceramics ascribed to this phase closely resembles those of the earlier phase IIC but in
addition carefully made and finely painted pottery in Samarra and Halaf style appears in
small but ever-increasing numbers. The rather coarse, red-painted and incised pottery
from Sabi Abyad, mainly found in the early period IIC layers, is still found in the
transitional UIA strata, although in very small quantities only. This pottery shows some
similarities with the Amuq A-B Washed Impressed Ware (Braidwood and Braidwood
1960:52-55, 78-79). In the Amuq, these ceramics seem to consist of hemispherical bowls
only, with a band of red wash along the lip and an impressed pattern underneath, whereas
at Sabi Abyad mainly the body of jars or pots seems to have this kind of decoration.
Dark-Faced Burnished Ware is still present as well, and remained in use until the Balikh
IIIB or Early Halaf period. A characteristic feature of phase B in the Amuq is the
appearance of pattern-burnished pottery in small quantities (ibid.:68ff). At Sabi Abyad, a
few pattern-burnished sherds were found both in Balikh UIA and niB strata. The earliest
examples had a grey-black and overall lightly burnished surface, decorated with a more
intensively burnished pattern of crosshatching. In the Halaf strata at Sabi Abyad two
pattern-burnished bowl fragments appeared in Level 3. One of them strongly resembled a
vessel from Tell Judaidah in the Amuq, ascribed to the First Mixed Range, i.e. late Amuq B
or early Amuq C (ibid.:100ff).
Thin-walled Balikh UIA painted pottery was found in small quantities both on the
northeastern and on the southeastern mounds. This type of ceramics was made of rather
finely textured clay and is almost exclusively lime-tempered, a characteristic feature of the
later 'true' Halaf pottery as well. Most of these ceramics are well-fired and show hardly
any evidence of incomplete oxidation. Most vessels have a cream-buff or, occasionally,
light orange-brown surface colour. In addition to the painted decoration, incised patterns
are sometimes represented. In shape and decoration, these carefully made bowls and jars
show some influence from to Samarra pottery (cf. Akkermans 1989d:94ff and Figs. IV.7,
IV.8). Jars all are of the angle-neck type, indicating a distinct junction between neck and
shoulder. These vessels have a flaring plain rim and a rounded or carinated body. All jars
were busily decorated, either painted or painted-and-incised. The paint is of a
reddish-brown or black colour, often faded or, due to circumstances of firing, gradually
shading from red-brown into black. Jars always show a narrow line of paint at the lip,
whereas the neck is wholly painted. Here the design consists either of simple
crosshatching or of a repetitive pattern of banded zigzags. The interior of these vessels
shows either no decoration at all, or a simple band of paint, a fringe of small oblique
strokes, one or more wavy horizontal lines or a continuous row of so-called 'dancing
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ladies'. The body of the jar is either painted or, less commonly, incised at the shoulder and
painted lower down. Decoration seems to be limited to the shoulder and the upper parts
of the body, whereas the lower parts and the base are left undecorated. Most of the jars
indicate a carinated body and usually a band of paint immediately below this carination
limits the area of decoration. The emphasis of decoration is on horizontal bands which
enclose design elements in narrow zones. Usually two different motifs are used which
appear in alternating bands. A characteristic design element at Sabi Abyad is represented
by the 'pegs' which are found together with zones of crosshatching, oblique vertical lines
or wavy horizontal lines. Crosshatched ladders or triangles commonly appear as well.
Other motifs are found sporadically.
Samarra-influenced bowls are marked by slightly outrolled or outturned rims. At
present, four shapes are indicated: hemispherical bowls, straight-walled bowls, S-curved
bowls and carinated bowls (Akkermans 1989d, Fig. IV.7.). Unfortunately, the small
number of rim fragments does not allow any quantification of shapes. Decoration of bowls
is simple and mainly seems to consist of bands of zigzags or of continuous chevrons. The
interior design of bowk consists either of a simple band of paint, of some wavy lines or of
a fringe of short oblique strokes.
The occurrence of Samarra-like pottery at Tell Sabi Abyad was a surprising feature,
although Lorraine Copeland had already mentioned the presence of possible Samarra
cognates at Tell Mounbatah in the middle Balikh region when discussing the results of her
1978 Balikh survey (Copeland 1979:270). Until then Baghouz on the Euphrates and Chagar
Bazar in the upper Khabur region had been the westernmost Samarra or Samarra-related
sites known in Syria, but apparently the Samarra influence reached much further
westwards. Baghouz is a Middle to Late Samarran settlement with all the characteristics of
the sites in the Samarran heartland further east (Du Mesnil du Buisson 1948; Braidwood et
al. 1944). Chagar Bazar, however, seems to adhere much more to local, north Syrian
developments and incorporates Samarran traits only to a certain extent. The lowest level
15 at the site showed no evidence of architectural vestiges but consisted of two pits filled
with numerous Samarra-like ceramics together with monochrome burnished and
occasionally incised grey-black ceramics (Mallowan 1936). This combination of both
Samarra and monochrome burnished pottery closely resembles our findings at late 6th
millennium Sabi Abyad. The next levels 14 and 13 at Chagar Bazar yielded mainly
Samarra-like pottery but apparently without the monochrome burnished ware. Some
Halaf sherds were found as well, but these are probably intrusive. Halaf pottery appeared
in bulk in strata 12-6, where it completely replaced the Samarra ware, but there can be no
doubt that this pottery has to be ascribed to the later stages of the Halaf period. A hiatus
thus is indicated between levels 15-13 on the one hand and levels 12-6 on the other hand.
At present, the little varied Samarra-related pottery from the Balikh IIIA strata at
Tell Sabi Abyad can hardly be compared with that of sites in the Samarra heartland, like
Tell es-Sawwan or Samarra itself, which is in general much more complex in shape or
design layout. Moreover, many of the shapes or designs found here have not been attested
at Sabi Abyad and vice versa. In this respect, it seems more correct to consider the pottery
of Sabi Abyad of Samarra derivation rather than as true Samarra ware or even Samarra
imports. This view is confirmed by a clay analysis of the Sabi Abyad ceramics (Le Mière
1989), which indicated that Samarra-like ceramics were made of the same clays as the
Halaf pottery; undoubtedly, this pottery had been made locally. Ippolitoni
(1970-71:139-140) suggested a regional variation in Samarra pottery, as the ceramics from
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peripheral sites like Hassuna, Matarrah and Shimshara are generally of a poorer quality
and lack the more elaborate shapes or design elements found in the Samarra heartland.
Earlier, Smith (1952:6) reached a similar conclusion while discussing the Samarra pottery
from Matarrah.
In northern Mesopotamia Samarra pottery has repeatedly occurred in late Hassuna
contexts. At the site of Tell Hassuna Samarra pottery appeared in Level III in a fully
developed state and perhaps as a result of import, amidst Standard Hassuna ceramics, and
increased in importance in the upper strata IV and V (Lloyd and Safar 1945). A similar
development seems to have taken place at Matarrah, where Samarra pottery appeared
together with Hassuna pottery in the Upper Phase, following a period marked by Hassuna
pottery only (the Lower Phase; Braidwood et al. 1952). Further east, Samarra ceramics
were found at Tell Shimshara in the upper levels 13 to 9, related to Hassuna UI-V and
Matarrah Upper Phase (Mortensen 1970:129). Another parallel is supplied by Nineveh on
the Tigris, where Samarra ceramics occurred in level 2(b), probably related to Hassuna
Hl-V, whereas in the next level 2(c) Samarra pottery was found in association with Halaf
ceramics (Mallowan 1933:132; Porada 1965:175). Level 2(c) at Nineveh, however, seems to
be a mixed deposit: some probably early Halaf sherds were found together with trichrome
painted pottery which no doubt belongs to a late Halaf phase.
The expansion of Samarra influence into the outlying regions seems to have taken
place during the later stages of Samarra society, i.e. the Middle or Classic Samarra period
(Tell es-Sawwan levels UIA to V; see e.g. Mellaart 1975:154; Copeland and Hours
1987:407). In this respect, it seems that the Balikh fflA pottery retrieved so far cannot be
older than Sawwan level UI. Actually, one of the most characteristic Samarra traits at Sabi
Abyad, i.e. the painted-and-incised pottery, confirms this view: at Sawwan this pottery
first appeared in level UIA and was found in small quantities in the upper levels HIß to V
(Ippolitoni 1970-71:109).
Samarra-like pottery remained in use during the next, early Halaf or Balikh niB
period at Sabi Abyad (Akkermans 1989d:114ff). For this period, characteristic Samarra
designs (like the pegs or the 'dancing ladies') are found side by side with Halaf traits, even
occurring on the same vessel. Apart from similarities in decoration, some of the vessel
shapes present at Sabi Abyad also resemble Samarra forms. Painted-and-incised jars are
still found in small quantities and compare well with the true Samarran sites further east
(ibid.:139). Another example is constituted by carinated bowls (ibid.:120 and Fig. IV.24.)
which resemble the painted cups or deep S-curved bowls found at Sawwan (Ippolitoni
1970-71, Figs. S, T, V) and Baghouz (Du Mesnil du Buisson 1948, PI. XXI:H; Braidwood et
al. 1944, PI. 11:1). Characteristically, jar necks at Sabi Abyad have been decorated by means
of so-called 'horizontal crosshatching' (Akkermans 1989d:123 and Fig. IV.34) and an
identical design is found on a low-collared jar from Baghouz (Du Mesnil du Buisson 1948,
PI. XXI:R).
A number of radiocarbon dates from Tell as-Sawwan and related sites suggest a date
in the later 6th millennium, i.e. about 5300-5000 B.C., for the Classical Samarra. When
comparing these dates with our radiocarbon sequence from Sabi Abyad, it becomes dear
that (1) the Iraqi Classical Samarra must have been contemporary with the Syrian Early
Halaf, and (2) that in central Mesopotamia painted ceramics appeared in large quantities
at a slightly earlier stage than in northern Syria. In the latter region, Samarran ceramics
seem to precede the appearance of true Halaf pottery and perhaps Halaf should be viewed
as a local answer to continual Samarra impulses from further east. However, it is far from
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clear how to see this apparent interaction between the generally strongly diverging
Samarra and Halaf cultural complexes. A survey in the Euphrates around the Middle to
Late Samarran (Sawwan UI-V) settlement at Baghouz yielded no other Samarra sites
(Geyer et Monchambert 1987). Halaf settlements were not found either. Therefore it seems
that during the later 6th millennium B.C. the lower Euphrates valley was largely without
permanent occupation, a situation resembling the earlier Neolithic period in this region.
Only a few late 7th and early 6th millennium sites are known at present (Bouqras, Tell
es-Sin and one site newly found by Geyer and Monchambert; cf. Akkermans et al. 1981;
Roodenberg 1979-80; Geyer et Monchambert 1987), all of which are situated on terrace
remnants overlooking the valley. Baghouz, too, is located on these terraces. P.A.
Akkermans et al. (1981:495) have already suggested that contemporary settlements may
have existed in the Euphrates flood plain but that they may have been completely washed
away by the meandering river. This is even more plausible in the light of the similarities
between Baghouz and Sabi Abyad. Although 1 do not suggest that Baghouz and Sabi
Abyad maintained direct contacts, it seems reasonable to assume that Samarra influence
reached inland Syria, including the Balikh region, through the Euphrates depression. In
this case, more Samarra or Samarra-influenced sites can be expected to have existed in the
Euphrates valley. However, Samarra pottery may also have reached inland Syria by
means of some kind of exchange network (see chapter 7). Regardless of the question
whether this delicately painted pottery had some kind of symbolic function, its mere
technological advantages vis-à-vis local coarse-ware ceramics (Balikh HG) may been a
major determinant of its apparent success in later 6th millennium Syria.
5.3 Balikh II1B
Balikh IIIB or true 'Early Halaf strata of occupation were uncovered over a large area at
Sabi Abyad. The Halaf strata at Sabi Abyad are the result of a long and continuous, local
development. No true break in the sequence of occupation has been attested, apart from
the northeastern area; however, on the basis of some ceramic parallels with the
southeastern mound, this gap was probably of short duration. A close relationship
between the lower pre-Halaf Neolithic and the upper Halaf period at Sabi Abyad is
suggested mainly on the following grounds: (1) apparent lack of a break in the
stratigraphy, (2) relatively large amount of coarse-ware ceramics in the Halaf levels,
closely resembling those of the earlier Balikh IIC-IIIA strata, (3) continuous presence of •
Samarra influence, (4) continuous presence of specific types (e.g. the hole-mouth pots),
(5) continuous presence of grey-black and burnished ceramics (although new types were
introduced in the Halaf period), (6) close similarities between the lithic implements from
both periods (Copeland 1989).
On the whole, the pottery constitutes a coherent assemblage and seems to belong to
the earliest Halaf ceramics known at present. Only few parallels have been found for this
pottery so far. In the Balikh valley Halaf pottery was found on the surface of numerous
sites but most of these ceramics seem to belong to the later stages of the Halaf period
(chapter 5). The Halaf pottery uncovered during excavation at Tell Damishliyya and
Khirbet esh-Shenef is definitely of later date than that of Sabi Abyad and resembles the
so-called Middle and Late Halaf ceramics of, for example, Tell Aqab in the upper Khabur
region (see below). However, Copeland (1979) has already reported on some early Halaf
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pottery found on the surface of Tell Mounbatah in the middle Balikh region and our 1983
Balikh survey yielded a number of additional late 6th millennium sites with Sabi
Abyad-like Halaf pottery (chapter 5). Judging from the survey materials, Mounbatah
seems to be one of the rare sites in the Balikh valley covering the Halaf period in its
entirety. At Sabi Abyad only the earliest stages of the Halaf period have been firmly
attested in a stratigraphie context but later Halaf levels will undoubtedly be found at the
site as well.
Outside the Balikh valley, early Halaf pottery has only been reported from Tell Aqab
(Davidson 1977; Davidson and Watkins 1981) and Arpachiyah (Hijara 1980, Hijara et al.
1980). Both sites, however, were newly founded in the Halaf period and lack any
immediate predecessors. Halaf ceramics appeared in a developed form at Aqab and
Arpachiyah and apparently this tradition of pottery manufacture was brought to these
sites from elsewhere. Early Halaf pottery, resembling our Balikh IIIB ceramics, can also be
found at Tell Halaf. Some vessels illustrated in the final Tell Halaf publication (Von
Oppenheim and Schmidt 1943) closely resemble some of the ceramics from Tell Sabi
Abyad. Moreover, a small quantity of Samarra-like pottery was found at Tell Halaf, which
points to an early date in the Halaf sequence as well. Tell Halaf will probably show a
similar transition from the Altmonochrome into the Halaf period as seen at Sabi Abyad.
In the following, seven sites and areas of direct importance for the present study will
be discussed in more detail, viz. Arpachiyah, Tell Aqab, the Amuq plain, Sakçe Cözü, the
Qoueiq basin and, finally, the Euphrates valley.
Arpachiyah
For a long time now, the site of Arpachiyah in the Mosul region of northern Iraq has been
essential for the internal chronology of the Halaf period. As pointed out before, three main
Halaf phases were recognised: Early, Middle and Late Halaf. The Early Halaf levels at
Arpachiyah were not reached at the mound proper but were uncovered in less
well-stratified circumstances in the immediate surroundings of the mound and therefore
any direct correlation with the sequence at the tell itself cannot be established. In this
respect, the recent re-excavation of Arpachiyah by Ismail Hijara is of the utmost
importance, since Hijara's soundings have extended the stratigraphie sequence at the tell
down to virgin soil (Hijara 1980; Hijara et al. 1980). Hijara's work has recently been
discussed in detail by Gustavson-Gaube (1981) and Watson and LeBlanc (in press); here
only a few points will be made. When comparing the pottery of the early levels at Tell
Arpachiyah and those of Sabi Abyad, one is struck by the paucity of similarities between
both sites, particularly in design elements. In the following, firstly, the pottery found by
Mallowan will be compared with that of Sabi Abyad, and, secondly, Hijara's results will
be discussed briefly.
The Early Halaf (i.e. pre-TTIO) pottery found by Mallowan in the outlying areas
showed only few shapes, viz. simple straight-sided bowls with flat bases, so-called cream
bowls, hemispherical bowls with flat or rounded bases and flaring angle-necked jars. Most
vessels were decorated and showed considerable similarities in design elements as well as
in design layout.
Straight-sided bowls seem to be most numerous and are said to be a characteristic
early shape, although some examples were also found in the later levels at the mound
(Mallowan and Rose 1935:151). Occasionally, these bowls have a flat or slightly bevelled
rim (ibid.. Fig. 70, nos. 2-3). Flat or bevelled rims do not occur at Sabi Abyad (at least not in
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a stratified context) but were found at mid-5th millennium Khirbet esh-Shenef. Most
frequently, decoration consists of a continuous row of crosshatched lozenges, sometimes
supplemented by solidly painted triangles (ibid.:153 and Fig. 72). In the case of the
straight-sided bowls, these design elements seem to represent a characteristic early feature
at Arpachiyah, found only in the pre-TTIO levels. But numerous other decorative elements
are present (cf. Davidson 1977, Table 2), all of which are lacking at Sabi Abyad. Apart from
a straight band usually in combination with a wavy line, the interior of these bowls is
rarely decorated. Occasionally, bowl bases are painted with bukrania. At Tell Sabi Abyad,
interior decoration is virtually restricted to one or more horizontal bands near the lip.
Cream bowls have been found in all levels except TT6 at Arpachiyah (Mallowan and
Rose 1935:135). All vessels were intricately decorated, stippling or egg-and-dot patterns
being the most common. At Sabi Abyad stippling is virtually absent, although it
occasionally occurs in combination with naturalistic motifs. At nearby Tell Damishliyya,
however, stippling frequently occurs on pottery of later, 'Middle Halaf date. Davidson
(1977:33) points out that the decoration of the Arpachiyah cream bowls closely
corresponds to that of the simple, straight-sided bowls, this in marked contrast with Sabi
Abyad where both kinds of vessels differ strongly in decoration. Again, many of the
design elements present at Arpachiyah have not been found at Sabi Abyad and vice versa.
Hemispherical bowls decorated in a simple manner (e.g. crosshatched lozenges) are
rare in the early levels at Arpachiyah. At Tell Sabi Abyad these vessels appeared in minute
quantities as well.
Regarding the angle-necked jars with flaring rims, Davidson (1977:35) states that
decoration is largely similar to that of the straight-sided bowls, the main difference being
the use of multiple-zone decoration on the jars. Design motifs are mostly identical to those
used on the bowk, with stippling being the most common. The necks of the Early Halaf
jars at Arpachiyah are often solidly painted, a feature which rarely occurs at Sabi Abyad
but which has been commonly attested in the later Halaf pottery of Damishliyya and
Khirbet esh-Shenef.
Samarra influences seem to be absent from the Early Halaf assemblage of
Arpachiyah. Actually, some Samaira-like pottery did appear at Arpachiyah but in a later,
Middle Halaf context (Mallowan and Rose 1935:22).
From the above it will be clear that Mallowan's pre-TTIO pottery differs to a
considerable extent from that of Sabi Abyad. Indeed, the shapes found at Arpachiyah have
also been attested at our site but, on the other hand, numerous characteristic Sabi Abyad
types do not appear at Arpachiyah. Moreover, the types of decorative elements and their
distribution among the various Arpachiyah shapes differ strongly from Sabi Abyad.
Although some regional variation may partly account for the observed differences, it
seems, in view of some obvious comparisons with Damishliyya and related sites, that
chronological variables are at work as well. Mallowan's Early Halaf pottery from the
outlying areas seems to be closely related to that of the lowest levels of the tell proper and,
as already noted by Hijara (1980) and by Watson and LeBlanc (in press), does not
represent the earliest known Halaf pottery. Within Hijara's terminology, these ceramics
probably fit best into his early period IV A (Hijara 1980, Table 10; see also Watson and
LeBlanc, in press, Table IV.5).
Hijara laid out three trenches on the top of the mound, two of which ran north-south
(measuring 9x3 m and 8x2 m respectively), whereas one was oriented east-west (measuring
40.5x2.5 m). On the basis of the pottery four phases have been distinguished, termed
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periods I to TV, only the last one of which (period IV) corresponds partially with
Mallowan's levels TT10 to TT6 on the mound (Hijara 1980b:76). It therefore seems that
Davidson's Early, Middle and Late Halaf phases can all be equated with Hijara's period
IV, whereas Hijara's periods I to in precede Davidson's Early Halaf. Hijara has divided his
pottery chronologically on the basis of the appearance of specific shapes and design
elements. Watson and LeBlanc (in press), however, have correctly criticised Hijara's
approach of ordering the various ceramic features by saying that it is much too
differentiated (hundreds of motifs and 48 shapes are distinguished, most of them showing dose
similarities) and that it tends to show differences which are not necessarily significant. It
remains doubtful whether Hijara's chronological framework is truly reliable.
In association with the pottery periods I-III, two main phases of occupation have
been recognised, termed phase 1 and 2 (phase 1 being the earliest; Hijara 1980). Since the
architectural phase 2 also covers part of Hijara's pottery period IVA, it seems that
Mallowan's earliest levels of the outlying areas (Early Halaf) can be equated with the
upper part of Hijara's building phase 2. Each of Hijara's phases consists of at least three
building levels, which suggests a considerable span of time. However, when looking at the
pottery from periods I to UI, one is struck by the close parallels, both in shape and
decoration, with Mallowan's earliest pottery. Virtually all shapes and decorative elements
found by Mallowan already existed in Hijara's periods Mil. Straight-sided bowls,
occasionally showing flat or bevelled rim with so-called 'rim ticks' (Hijara 1980, PI. XI, nos.
69-71; PI. Xïï, nos. 78-79; PI. XHI, no. 80; PI. XIV, nos. 86-91), appeared throughout periods I
to III and closely resemble vessels found in an Early Halaf context in the outlying areas or
even in a Middle Halaf context on the mound proper (Mallowan 1935, Figs. 69-72). Periods
I-in cream bowls, too, closely resemble vessels from Mallowan's soundings as do simple,
hemispherical bowls and most jars. On the whole, a close relationship seems to exist
between Hijara's periods I-Hl and the Early Halaf ceramics uncovered by Mallowan. In
this respect, it is not surprising to find only few parallels when comparing Hijara's periods
I-ffl pottery with that of Sabi Abyad (see above).
Pre-Halaf levels are not present at Arpachiyah. Apparently, Halaf pottery appeared
here in a wholly developed state and its region of origin must therefore be looked for
somewhere else.
TellAqab
At this mound early Halaf levels were reached only in a small sounding measuring 4x1.5
m at the southern end of trench S3. Three building levels can be recognised (Davidson and
Watkins 1981:5). A sample of 482 sherds is ascribed to the Early Halaf period (Davidson
1977:109). About 37% of these sherds belong to an undecorated, straw-tempered and
burnished ware, said to be similar to that of Arpachiyah (ibid.:156). This pottery is
probably related to the commonly occurring coarse-ware ceramics of Sabi Abyad (cf.
Akkermans 1989d). The colour of the straw-tempered and burnished pottery of Tell Aqab
ranges from grey through grey-brown to buff and usually these ceramics show a dark wall
section, which indicates incomplete oxidation. Shapes are simple and seem to consist
mainly of hole-mouth vessels and crudely shaped bowls with flat bases. One
pattern-burnished sherd was found, which is regarded as an import (Davidson and
Watkins 1981:7). At Sabi Abyad, a few pattern-burnished sherds were found in Balikh
-mB strata; here, too, these sherds are probably imports (Le Mière 1989).
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The painted Halaf ware from the early phase at Aqab yielded only four shapes, viz.
straight-sided bowls, cream bowls, simple hemispherical bowls and squat jars with flaring
rims. The simple, straight-sided bowls with flat bases are most common and constitute
about 70% of the reconstructible early Halaf vessels at Aqab (Davidson 1977:111). The
cream bowls have only been found at Aqab in the early levels but at Arpachiyah these
vessels also occur in later. Middle Halaf levels. In the Balikh valley, cream bowls have also
been found in a later Halaf context (Balikh IIC) at Damishliyya (Akkermans 1988a:31 and
Plate 14), although of a slightly different shape when compared with the early vessels
from Sabi Abyad (cf. Akkermans 1989d, Fig. IV.26). Cream bowls were absent at Khirbet
esh-Shenef. The cream bowls of Aqab (Davidson 1977:112-113 and Fig. 20) seem to be
virtually identical, both in shape and decoration, to those from Sabi Abyad. The other
types of vessels recognised at Aqab easily fit in with the early pottery of Sabi Abyad as
well. Simple, hemispherical bowls are rather rare at Aqab, which is also the case at Sabi
Abyad. However, the small amount of jar fragments is remarkable, since at Sabi Abyad
these vessels have been found in vast numbers.
When comparing the Early Halaf pottery of Tell Aqab as a whole with that of Sabi
Abyad, it is evident that the present sample of the former site is deficient in various
respects. Not only does the range of shapes at Aqab seem to be incomplete but, moreover,
some of the present types are either over- or underrepresented as well. Thus the number
of jars seems to be much too limited, whereas, on the other hand, the straight-sided bowls
are present in an unlikely large number. As mentioned above, straight-sided bowls
account for 70% of the reconstructible shapes at Aqab, whereas at Sabi Abyad these vessels
make up about 21% of the Halaf painted ware (or 45% of the bowl sample; cf. Akkermans
1989d:120ff). Another remarkable feature is the lack of Samarra traits within the early
pottery of Tell Aqab, but some sherds showing Samarra affinities did appear in a Middle
Halaf context at the site (Davidson 1977:110). Perhaps the small sample size or the nature
of the early deposits at Aqab account, at least partially, for these differences.
The Amuq
For the Amuq our sole information on Halaf pottery found in a stratified context stems
from Tell Kurdu phases C and D (Braidwood and Braidwood 1960). Unfortunately, no
Amuq B levels were found at Kurdu and phases B and C seem to be divided from each
other by means of a hiatus of as yet unknown duration (ibid.:137). Davidson (1977:265ff)
has already pointed out that the Amuq C-D pottery easily fits within his Middle and Late
Halaf periods and that the earliest Halaf is apparently missing in the Amuq (at least in a
stratified context). Braidwood and Braidwood (1960:18) note that, since virgin soil had not
yet been reached at Kurdu, perhaps an earlier phase is present at the site, yielding the
transition between phases B and C.
Sakçe Gözü
At Sakçe Gözü, excavations carried out in 1908 and 1911 yielded Halaf and
Samarra-related pottery in the lower periods I to in (Garstang 1908; Garstang et al. 1937).
Period I pottery mainly consisted of plain, grey-black burnished and incised vessels; only
very few painted sherds were found but some of these display clear Halaf influence (cf.
Garstang 1908, PL XL Vul). Painted pottery increases in importance in the next period Ü.
These ceramics show some close parallels with those of Tell Sabi Abyad. Pottery of dear
Samarra derivation now appears (Garstang et al. 1937:130 and PL XXV, no. 6), whereas
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some true Halaf sherds showed the most commonly occurring design element of Sabi
Abyad, viz. the so-called "horizontal crosshatching' (ibid., PI. XXV, no. 4). Moreover, a
sherd showing a human image (ibid., PI. XXV, no. 15} closely resembles a bowl fragment
from Sabi Abyad (Akkermans 1989d, Fig. rv.43, no. 350). The period DI painted pottery of
Sakçe Gözü seems to belong to a later stage of the Halaf period and closely resembles
some of the ceramics found at Damishliyya.
The renewed excavations at Sakçe Gözü in 1949 largely confirmed Garstang's earlier
findings (Du Plat Taylor et al. 1950). For the periods that we are concerned with, Du Plat
Taylor et al. (1950:56, 83) point out that, whereas their periods II and in can be equated to
Garstang's periods n and UI, their period I is of later date than Garstang's period I (but
antedating period II). The excavators (ibid.:83) suggest that their period I is possibly of
pre-Halaf date but a quick glance at the illustrated pottery (ibid.. Fig. 12) immediately
shows a strong resemblance to some of the Halaf ceramics of Sabi Abyad. Plain wares
predominate in period I, but an Early Halaf component is already present. In period II,
plain wares are still predominant but, as already noted by Garstang, painted pottery
increases markedly in number. A few sherds showing clear Samanra traits were found. In
this respect, it is interesting to leam that the excavators of Sakçe Gözü (ibid.:86) are
inclined to consider Samarra-related pottery as predating the main stage of Halaf (=
period lu) at the site, an observation which largely is in agreement with our findings in the
balikh valley. As already suggested by Garstang, period in at Sakçe Gözü clearly
represents the later part of the Halaf period. Some bichrome sherds were found, as well as
a ring base (Du Plat Taylor et al. 1950:93). Davidson (1977:263-264) remarks that no Early
Halaf pottery has been found at Sakçe Gözü (despite the opinion of the excavators), a view
which I do not share.
The Qoueiq
During a survey in the Qoueiq region north of Aleppo, Halaf ceramics were abundantly
attested: at least 25 sites yielded this kind of pottery (Mellaart 1981:143). Referring to
Hijara's sequence at Arpachiyah, Mellaart suggests that his Qoueiq C material is all of
Early Halaf date, i.e. Hijara's periods I and D. Above I have already pointed out the
difficulties in relating the Arpachiyah ceramics to those of the Balikh region and when
looking at Mellaarf s illustrations (ibid.. Figs. 96-107) it seems that most of the Qoueiq C
pottery can be placed somewhere in the later Halaf period (Davidson's Middle Halaf).
Actually, this attribution is in agreement with Hijara's suggestion (1980:254) that Halaf
spread into the Levant and Syro-Cilicia during his period IV. Davidson (1977:256ff) shares
this view as well. However, in the light of our work in the Balikh valley, there is no reason
to assume that earlier Halaf cannot be found in western Syria. Some of the sherds
mentioned by Mellaart would not be out of place at Sabi Abyad. Moreover, the presence of
some painted pottery at Sakçe Gözü closely related to that of Sabi Abyad clearly indicates
that Halaf influence reached into western Syria and southeastern Turkey at a much earlier
date than had been supposed so far. Although in the Amuq the earliest stratified Halaf
pottery known so far stems from phase C at Tell Kurdu, ascribed by Davidson (1977) to his
Middle Halaf period, it must be stressed that a hiatus seems to exist between Amuq B and
C. It is most likely that the Amuq sequence is incomplete and that the first appearance of
Halaf in the region perhaps should perhaps be looked for in the as yet unexcavated lower
levels of Tell Kurdu.
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The Euphrates
Surveys along the middle and lower Syrian Euphrates (Van Loon 1967; Kohlmeyer 1984;
Geyer et Monchambert 1987; Cauvin and Molist, in press) have yielded only few Halaf
sites, all of which seem to belong to the later stages of the Halaf period (cf. Davidson
1977:223ff). At Tell Zaidan, near the confluence of the Balikh and Euphrates, some
polychrome Halaf pottery was found (Kohlmeyer 1984:107 and Abb. 5), whereas the
sherds collected from the surface of Tell Zreyjiye (Lüth and Nowatzyk, in prep.) also
represented later Halaf pottery. Some of the Zreyjiye ceramics closely resemble the pottery
found at Damishliyya, whereas some other sherds are definitely of Ubaid derivation and
related to the period IV pottery of Hammam et-Turkman on the Balikh (cf. Akkermans
1988c).
Along the middle Euphrates, Halaf pottery appeared in a stratified context only at
Shams ed-DLn Tannira and there seems to be little doubt that these ceramics are late, i.e.
Middle or Late Halaf (Gustavson-Gaube 1981:90). Davidson (1977:227) suggests that Halaf
was introduced in the Euphrates region from the east in an already developed form, but I
totally reject this view (see the discussion on Halaf origins in chapter 8).
5.4 Balikh IIIC
In a stratified context, Balikh HIC ceramics have so far been found only at the site of
Damishliyya and, perhaps, at Sabi Abyad. In trench V5 on the northeastern mound of Sabi
Abyad some later Halaf ceramics were found in association with early Halaf pottery; a
radiocarbon sample suggests a date of around 4700 B.C. for this find spot. Most likely, this
trench shows a gradual transition between the Balikh ÜIB and IIIC phases.
At Damishliyya Halaf pottery was distributed over an extremely limited area (about
20x30 m). During excavation, Halafian occupation was indicated only by a number of pits,
each probably of a slightly different age. Substantial traces of architecture are wholly
lacking and most likely Damishliyya represents a temporarily occupied camp site (see
chapters).
On the basis of the pottery (Figs. 3.4 to 3.9) there can be little doubt that the Halaf
settlement at Damishliyya belongs to the early 5th millennium B.C. or the Balikh IIIC
period. Close parallels to the Damishliyya Halaf ware are found in, for example, the
ceramics of the Middle Halaf layers at Tell Aqab in the Khabur headwaters (Davidson
1977) and at Shams ed-Din along the Euphrates area, which site correlates to the later
middle and late phases at Tell Aqab (Gustavson-Gaube 1981:90). Large low-necked pots
and jars, very common at Damishliyya, are introduced in the middle phase levels at Aqab
and continue in use into the late phase. Another characteristic shape at Damishliyya is
represented by the large and rather simply decorated bowls with straight, flaring rims
(Trichtermndbecher, cf. Fig. 3.4, no. 14; Fig. 3.8, no. 42). These vessels, which show some
resemblance to cream bowls, appear at Tell Aqab in the middle phase only. A date early in
the 5th millennium is also suggested when comparing the Damishliyya ceramic
assemblage with that of nearby Khirbet esh-Shenef. Despite some obvious resemblances,
the latter is in many respects very different from the Damishliyya pottery and
undoubtedly fits in the last part of the Halaf period (see below). Finally, the absence of
polychrome painting, large plates and saucers and designs consisting of rosettes,
checkerboards and horizontally oriented bukrania all point to an early 5th millennium
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date, as these features appear exclusively in Täte Halaf contexts at other sites (e.g. at
Arpachiyah and Tell Aqab).
In shape and decoration, some ceramics at Damishliyya resemble the earlier Halaf
pottery of Sabi Abyad and Tell Aqab and it is felt that the time distance between
Damishliyya and these earlier sites is rather restricted. The sparsely found cream bowls at
Damishliyya were found at Tell Aqab only in the early levels (Davidson 1977:112), but at
other sites these bowls appeared in later contexts as well (for example, at Arpachiyah they
appear both in the Early and Middle phases; Mallowan and Rose 1935:135). One jar
fragment of Damishliyya (Fig. 3.7, no. 40) differs both in shape and design from the other
Halaf pottery at the site, and perhaps this jar indicates Samarra influences. At Chagar
Bazar level 15, numerous Samarra-related sherds were found, some of which resemble the
Flaschen mit hohem Hals of Samarra and also the Damishliyya vessel (cf. Mallowan 1936:51
and Fig. 27:12).
5.5 Balikh HID
Khirbet esh-Shenef is thought to represent the last stage of the Halaf epoch, i.e. the Balikh
IIID period, most likely dating from the middle of the 5th millennium B.C. There can be
little doubt that the Shenef material is of later date than that of Balikh HIC Damishliyya,
despite some obvious parallels between both sites and periods. When comparing the
ceramic assemblages of Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef, it appears that the latter site
is characterised by (1) the presence of bow-rim jars, bowls with either squared or bevelled
rims and a vessel with a pedestal base (all absent at Damishliyya), (2) the absence of cream
bowls (found in small quantities at Damishliyya), (3) an increase of so-called
Trichterrandbecher, (4) changes in decoration and design repertoire, and (5) a decrease of
Coarse Ware pottery, associated with changes in technique and shape.
Bow-rim jars (Fig. 3.33, nos. 39-41) seem to represent a characteristic late Halaf
feature. At Tell Aqab, for example, these vessels were found for the first time in the
so-called 'Halaf-Ubaid Transitional' phase (Davidson 1977:154), whereas in the Amuq they
appeared in phase D at Tell Kurdu, a phase that is also assumed to bridge the gap between
the Halaf period and the subsequent Ubaid period (Braidwood and Braidwood 1960:159).
Some early predecessors can perhaps be found in phase C of the Amuq (ibid., Fig. Ill, no.
17). Bow-rim jars were wholly absent at Damishliyya. A derivative shape, however,
appeared in early Northern Ubaid-related strata at nearby Tell Hammam et-Turkman
(Akkermans 1988e, PL 75, nos. 101-102).
Two other shapes not found at Damishliyya are the bowls with square or bevelled
rims (cf. Fig. 3.30, no. 13; Fig. 3.31, nos. 19-20; Fig. 3.32, nos. 29-30). At Arpachiyah square
rims are first introduced in levels TT10-8, and at Tell Aqab, too, they appear in levels
termed 'Middle' Halaf in Arpachiyah terms (Davidson 1977:118, 131). Some of these
square rims show so-called 'rim ticks' (Fig. 3.32, no. 30), another feature introduced in the
'Middle' Halaf. Bowls with bevelled rims were very rare at Khirbet esh-Shenef (only one
example has been found). At Tell Aqab this vessel form first appeared towards the end of
the 'Middle' Halaf and continued to be used in the late' Halaf period (Davidson
1977:126). Similar evidence comes from Arpachiyah, although this shape rarely occurred
in the TT6 Burnt House level (Mallowan and Rose 1935:121). A rare shape at Khirbet
esh-Shenef (and, again, not found at Damishliyya) is the vessel with pedestal base (Fig.
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3.42, no. 141). A few examples were found in the 'Middle' Halaf levels of Tell Aqab,
whereas at Arpachiyah these pedestal bases were found both in the later 'Middle' and in
the 'Late' Halaf levels (Davidson 1977:123,172).
The most characteristic vessel type at Khirbet esh-Shenef is the deep and wide
Trichterrandbecher (Figs. 3.29 and 3.30, nos. 1-11; cf. Von Oppenheim 1931:252), which has
an almost identical parallel at Damishliyya (Fig. 3.4, no. 14; Fig. 3.8, no. 42). When
compared with Khirbet esh-Shenef, where these bowls account for more than half of the
bowl sample, these vessels were rare at Damishliyya but this may very well be due to
functional differences between both sites (bowls in general occurred in very small
numbers at Damishliyya; cf. chapter 3). Trichterrandbecher are commonly found in the
western regions of the Halaf sphere of influence, at 'Middle' to T-ate' Halaf sites like, for
example, Tell Halaf, Shams ed-Din, Turlu and Yunus. The Trichterrandbecher seems to
represent a larger and coarser version of the cream bowl. A few cream bowls were found
at Damishliyya, but these vessels seem to be wholly absent at Khirbet esh-Shenef. Cream
bowls seem to represent an early form of Halaf pottery: at Sabi Abyad these bowls were
found in late 6th millennium layers, whereas at Arpachiyah cream bowls were found both
in the 'Earl/ and 'Middle' phases (Mallowan and Rose 1935:135). At Tell Aqab they
appeared only in the basal 'Earl/ Halaf levels (Davidson 1977:112).
The wide and low hemispherical bowls with flat bases (Fig. 3.32, nos. 28-29), the
second-most important bowl type at Khirbet esh-Shenef, are represented by very few
examples at Damishliyya. In contrast, the most characteristic vessel type of Damishliyya,
i.e. the wide bowl or pot with a low, overhanging collar (Fig. 3.4, nos. 10,12-13), is hardly
found at Khirbet esh-Shenef (Fig. 3.31, nos. 14-15,17).
Jars with low, straight necks (Fig. 3.34, nos. 49-52) were found in small quantities at
Khirbet esh-Shenef; at Damishliyya these vessels were absent among the Fine Ware
category, but one Coarse Ware example appeared (Fig. 3.7, no. 37). An almost identical
example was found in a Halaf stratum at late 6th millennium Sabi Abyad; however,
here this vessel is ascribed to the Grey-Black Ware category (Akkermans 1989d:117 and
Fig. IV.16., no. 119).
In decoration, too, the Fine Ware pottery of Khirbet esh-Shenef is different from that
of Damishliyya. In general, the Shenef pottery shows a variety of loosely drafted,
'free-floating' motifs, occasionally painted upon a whitish-cream slip. Some rather simple
designs, like horizontal bands, wavy lines, crosshatching, egg-and-dots and bukrania, are
shared between both sites, but other motifs, like, for example, the chevrons and cable
patterns commonly found at Khirbet esh-Shenef, are rare or wholly absent at Damishliyya.
Other characteristics of the Shenef pottery include the common panelling of designs and
the decreasing importance of the neck of vessels as an area for decoration (a feature also
characteristic for 'Late' Halaf Arpachiyah and Tell Aqab; Davidson 1977:131). The
Damishliyya pottery indicated that already in the early half of the 5th millennium B.C. the
vessel neck had become a largely redundant area for decoration, often either solidly
painted or left wholly open, and this trend continued into the final stages of the Halaf
period, as shown by the pottery of Khirbet esh-Shenef. An interesting additional feature is
that now small jars often had no horizontal band of paint at the junction of neck and
shoulder; this feature may serve as a chronological marker of the mid-5th millennium
Halaf period, for the Halaf pottery of later 6th millennium Sabi Abyad and early 5th
millennium Damishliyya always did show such bands. Polychrome decoration is absent at
Khirbet esh-Shenef (as at Damishliyya), but at least in one instance it appeared that the
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effect of bichrome painting was deliberately aimed at by the application of different
densities of paint within the same design.
Coarse Ware pottery seems gradually to decrease in importance during the Halaf
period. At Balikh niB Sabi Abyad, Coarse Ware comprises about 15% of the rim-sherd
sample in the topmost phases of Halaf occupation (Akkermans 1989d:132). However,
whereas Coare Ware is still quite abundant at Damishliyya, accounting for about 16% of
the ceramic assemblage, it accounts for hardly 4.5% of the sample from Khirbet
esh-Shenef. Moreover, at the latter site Coarse Ware consists almost exclusively of
hole-mouth pots, whereas at Damishliyya this pottery seems to have been somewhat more
varied in shape. Another major difference is that at Khirbet esh-Shenef the Coarse Ware
ceramics are all mineral-tempered, whereas at Damishliyya this pottery is mainly
tempered with plant inclusions.
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5 An Archaeological Survey of the Balikh Valley:Neolithic Settlement in a Regional Perspective
1 The 1983 Balikh Survey: Introduction
In this chapter I intend to give a detailed account of Neolithic occupation in the Balikh
valley in a regional perspective, initially based upon the results of the University of
Amsterdam's 1983 survey in the area. As outlined in chapter 1, the Balikh region has
several times been surveyed in the past but all of these investigations were of a brief and
most incomplete nature. Special attention, however, must be paid to the French-British
1978 R.C.P.-survey led by P. Sanlaville; the publication of the results of this reconnaissance
by Lorraine Copeland (1979,1982) has underlain many of the ideas and aims of our 1983
survey. In a most skilful manner, Copeland drew attention to the importance of the valley
during the 7th to 4th millennia B.C., and for the first time outlined a general pattern of
prehistoric cultural development for the region as a whole.
The basic aims of the 1983 University of Amsterdam Balikh survey were to come to
(1) an inventory of ancient settlement in the region, (2) the construction of a relative
chronological framework, and (3) a reconstruction of ancient settlement organisation and
settlement development. The present study is confined to the Neolithic only, but other
periods were not excluded from fieldwork; a full account of survey data and results of
analyses by various specialists will be published elsewhere (Akkermans, ed., in prep.).
Prior to the fieldwork, a detailed study was made of satellite images, air
photographs, various kinds of maps and pedological reports, all available at the
Department of Soil Science of the State University of Utrecht. In the 1960s, this institute
had been involved in a large-scale irrigation project in northern Syria and, as a result, it
has a considerable documentation for the region of our concern at its disposal. Of the
greatest utility in tracing potential archaeological sites was a topographic l:25,000-map
series in combination with a set of aerial photographs at an approximate scale of 1:5000
and 1:8000 of the Balikh valley. The latter showed copious evidence of suggestive surface
discolorations, differences in surface texture, rises in elevation over the generally flat plain
and, occasionally, traces of buried walls and other settlement features that could all be
accurately pinpointed on the l:25,000-map series. In this manner, a detailed survey map
series was produced, facilitating an effective use of time, manpower and finances in the
field. Whereas, actually, many suspected sites were visited in vain, as these were either
natural mounds or features derived from differences in salinity or moisture, the above
procedure led to the recognition of over 210 archaeological sites, many of which were very
small and would hardly have been visible to the investigator without his having some
previous knowledge about their location. Occasionally, patterns of land-use seriously
hampered fieldwork; particularly in the southern part of the valley, with its extensive,
irrigated cotton fields, some areas were barely accessible and, consequently, had to be
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eliminated from evaluation. In addition, many villages have experienced a considerable
growth in recent years, and traces of ancient occupation have been buried beneath at least
some of these newly built quarters (as indicated by the aerial photographs). Intensive
surface coverage on foot of areas away from potential sites located on our maps has not
been pursued, and in this respect undoubtedly small sherd scatters or other limited
activity areas will have been missed.
The survey was restricted to the flood plain and the immediate edges of the
bordering plateaus. As outlined in chapters 1 and 2, the Balikh valley is part of a vast
drainage network extending from the modern city of Urfa in the north to Raqqa in the
south. The uplands of the Urfa province, consisting for the larger part of Cretaceous and
Eocene limestones, underwent considerable weathering, which resulted in alluvial fans on
the adjacent lowlands and terraces (Erinç 1980). Away from the Urfa piedmont, the wide
plain of Harran gently merges into the slightly folded steppe-like regions of the Syrian
Jezirah, intersected by drainage systems like the Nahr Balikh, the Nahr Qaramokh, the
Nahr Julab and the Nahr Slouk. Whereas the fertile plain of Harran is littered with ancient
settlements, occupation in the marginal steppe zones further south seems to be restricted
to the alluvium-filled drainage basins; a careful examination of aerial photographs of the
Balikh region has yielded hardly any traces of settlement outside the basin proper. In the
extremely narrow southern part of the valley, some small and briefly occupied settlements
of late Classical or Medieval date were founded upon the lower slopes of the plateaus,
overlooking the flood plain. These slopes were also used for the construction of
Roman-Parthian tumuli cemeteries. In general, occupation of the plateaus seems to be a
rather recent phenomenon. At present, parts of the plateaus surrounding the valleys are
being cultivated (particularly in the case of wadis which have slightly deeper and moister
soils). Deep wells around the small villages all yield very brackish water only suited to
water animals; water for human consumption is often brought to the villages from a
considerable distance.
In general, the area of survey was well circumscribed by the steep gravel terraces
rising about 10 to 30 metres above the flat lands of the flood plain, although in two areas,
viz. in the north, the region east of the modern village of Hammam et-Turkman, and in the
south at the confluence of the old and current Balikh near the village of Hazimah, the
valley widens into a broad, gently undulating plain over 12 km wide, which gradually
merges into the plateaus. Ancient settlement, however, seems to be confined to the
immediate surroundings of the water courses, and the further away from these channels,
the fewer sites appeared. In the south, the survey area was bounded by the Euphrates
valley, whereas in the north the modern Syro-Turkish border defined the limits of the area
of investigation. At first sight, it may seem as if the northern boundary is of a wholly
artificial nature, but it is recalled that at only 4 km from the modem borderline the actual
Balikh flood plain starts at the karstic spring of 'Ain al-'Arous; in this sense, the Balikh
valley forms a distinct geographical and ecological unit located entirely within our area of
survey. However, it goes without saying that any detailed knowledge of the regions
further north would have contributed a great deal to the present study. The same holds for
the Qaramokh region; this narrow valley, littered with ancient settlements, is expected to
be closely related to the Balikh valley. The Qaramokh itself is a small stream; for a large
part of the year it is completely dry but during the wet season it drains a vast region west
of the Balikh basin and becomes an important tributary of the river Balikh. Near 'Ain Isa
the Qaramokh enters the Balikh valley and at this point a natural, unrestricted passage
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exists between both valleys, undoubtedly enhancing communication to a considerable
extent. Further north there is an undulating interfluve of gravel deposits, about 5 to 7 km
wide, which can also be travelled along without too many d i f f iculties.
One of the first problems encountered in survey analysis is the definition of
settlements and settlement size. At least for the prehistoric periods, our survey has almost
completely been restricted to tells, which bear the cumulative remnants of ancient
occupation. In addition, a small number of isolated activity areas were recognised, e.g.
quarries or manufacture sites for lithics. No prehistoric burial fields have been found,
although these are assumed to have existed: only very few graves were found at the
excavated Neolithic sites, which suggests that the dead were interred away from the areas
of occupation.
All tells represent settlements, although the nature of habitation may vary from time
to time. For example, whereas the Balikh HA settlements all seem to represent
communities of rather long duration, in Balikh III times many settlements seem to have
been of short duration only, hi most cases, the number of diagnostic artefacts found on the
surface was small and one may wonder whether one is dealing with true settlements here,
or as Robert Adams (1981:43) puts: "At what point in an ascending scale of density must a
particular occurrence [of artefacts] no longer be dismissed as insignificant or random but
regarded as indicative of an ancient settlement?" For example, in one case an isolated
Halaf sherd was found on a very small and low mound which, apart from this prehistoric
sherd, yielded only medieval materials, and so perhaps this solitary sherd reached this site
through incidental traffic. On the other hand it is doubtful that at all other sites with very
small numbers of Halaf sherds their appearance can be attributed to similar random
events. In this study, any quantitative criteria to discern between 'settlements' and
'random occurrence' are avoided for three reasons: (1) artefact distribution and density
may vary according to a wide variety of variables beyond the control of the archaeologist
(cf. Adams 1981:43), (2) as a result of the foregoing, quantitative standards would create a
false impression of reliability, and (3) quantitative criteria would exclude a large number
of possible settlements from evaluation. As will be argued in more detail below, it is felt
that some of the low artefact densities reflect temporarily occupied camp sites or
specialised-activity areas. Whether or not a specific density of artefacts then represents a
settlement, is, in a qualitative and 'impressionist' manner, inferred from all the available
survey and excavation evidence. Indeed, whereas one may attempt to pursue quantitative
rigorism in surface collecting (e.g. Whallon 1979), subsequent interpretation largely relies
upon qualitative statements (see, for example, Sumner 1972; Johnson 1973; Adams 1981).
Another major problem in survey analysis is how to define settlement dimensions.
In many instances, the boundaries between an ancient mound and the surrounding plain
are ill-demarcated. Moreover, sites may grow considerably around their bases as a result
of erosional slope wash. The ongoing process of weathering tends to flatten even the
smallest mounds, let alone large ones. At Tell Hammam et-Turkman, about 3 km west of
Sabi Abyad, the site was found to be considerably enlarged near the base by slope wash
and true levels of occupation on the eastern part of the site started over 30 m
mound-inwards. The excavations at Khirbet esh-Shenef pointed in the same direction.
Khirbet esh-Shenef measured about 85 m in diameter, but the soundings showed that the
actual area of occupation was much smaller and comprised a central area of barely 50 m in
diameter, the remainder being erosion material. Therefore, without the aid of excavation,
140
Survey
any measurement of present site sizes can only be used to estimate original settlement
dimensions (see, for example, Adams 1981:44).
Whenever possible, traces of mound build-up and architectural features were
recorded and each site was divided into various areas in order to define artefact
distributions more precisely. Surface artefact recording was pursued in a fashion similar to
that recently formulated by Adams (1981:43): "every effort was made (...) to identify a
nucleated zone of more concentrated debris from which the outlying traces could be
assumed to have spread through various forms of disturbance". In the case of one-period
sites, an estimate of settlement size can be established with reasonable certainty, but in the
case of multi-period sites many more difficulties are encountered. At large sites, with a
heavy overburden of later materials, prehistoric remains may be deeply buried and hardly
lend themselves to evaluation. All kinds of disturbances, like soil removals for mud-brick
production or the digging of foundations, wells and graves, may lead to relocation of
artefacts (for example, most of the Halaf sherds found at Tell Hammam et-Turkman
appeared during excavation in Middle Bronze Age levels), but systematic coverage of sites
on foot has often yielded useful information on restricted or more general distribution of
artefacts.
After recording the basic characteristics of a site, recovery of surface artefacts was
pursued by simple area pickup: according to topographical distinctions we tried to come
to a representative sample of diagnostic sherds, lithics and other artefacts (cf. Johnson
1973:26-27). As for the present study, the emphasis was upon ceramics, artefacts which are
not only the most sensitive to diachronic changes but in most cases also the only class of
artefacts available in sufficient quantities to allow secure dating. In the case of large sites
the surface was usually littered with pottery and other items, which allowed the rapid
collection of a vast sample of datable artefacts, but in many other instances sample size
was most restricted and could hardly be termed 'representative'. In addition, it will be
clear that the search for diagnostic artefacts and the resulting quality of the collection
depends to a great extent upon the competence of and the decision-making by the person
or persons involved in collecting (see, for example, Johnson 1973:27; Pfälzner 1986:34ff).
Still, despite these obvious drawbacks and the inevitably high probability of error, our
1983 survey, in combination with the ongoing excavations, provides the most extensive
body of data on ancient settlement and cultural development in the Balikh valley of
northern Syria at present
2 Piocesses of Tell Formation
All prehistoric sites thus far investigated in the Balikh region are tells, i.e. artificial mounds
consisting of human-occupation remains. It is almost self-evident that any surface survey
on occupation mounds is in danger of a late-period bias; the larger and higher the mound
is, the less evidence of the earliest, deepest-buried levels of occupation can be expected.
For example, at the huge mound of Tell Hammam et-Turkman on the Balikh, virtually no
indications of the earliest, Ubaid-related strata were found at the surface although these
levels are present in a substantial manner, be it at a depth of over 10 metres below the
surface of the mound. Recent studies have suggested that the chance of finding surface
signs of the earliest levels of occupation is extremely limited if these strata have to be
sought for at a depth of over 5 metres (Kirkby and Kirkby 1976; Vidali et al. 1976). At this
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point, it seems worthwhile to discuss the principles of tell formation in some detail, in
order to come to a better understanding of the nature and duration of the Neolithic
settlement.
In recent years, the principles of tell formation have been discussed in detail by
Davidson (1976) and Rosen (1986) among others, who stressed the geomorphological and
sedimentological aspects. By definition, tells are the result of human-induced processes of
formation, modified by natural circumstances in a subsequent stage, or, in the words of
Arlene Rosen (19865): "The tell is a composite of occupational strata, destruction levels, and,
to a small extent, additions of naturally deposited sediment". In terms of form and size, the
prehistoric tells in the Balikh valley show a considerable variation. Whereas some are highly
indistinct and hardly recognisable as tells, others are complex and outstanding features in the
flat plain, visible from a large distance. Evidently, the shape of the prehistoric tells is to a great
extent defined by the original layout of the tell settlement or by later construction works, as
tells initially grew as a result of the wall collapse of domestic structures (Davidson 1976:264;
Rosen 19865). Natural processes of erosion and weathering, however, have considerably
modified the tell forms in the course of time. Patterns of erosion and associated redeposition
are defined by the original topography of the mound as well as by natural and atmospheric
variables. Thus, for example, some sites are trimmed by the river or nearby wadis, whereas
others are subject to wind erosion. In the Balikh valley, the prevailing northern and western
winds lead to steep slopes on the north and west sides, particularly in the case of the larger
mounds, whereas the opposite sides generally have a gentler slope and have been intersected
deeply by numerous channels and gullies transporting rainwater. Evidently, no tell represents
a smooth plane at the moment of abandonment but consists of buildings of varying heights
and sizes, which results in a mass collapse into small mounds of uneven surface and different
shape; in the course of time, succeeding patterns of erosion and redeposition cause a general
smoothening of the site, and give the mound its present, compact appearance (Rosen 1986).
Since tells are, for the most part, built up of residues of human activities, their main
constituents are stone, plaster, artefacts, organic refuse, and, most of all, mud bricks, either
in the shape of wall remnants or as building debris. When mud-brick buildings are
abandoned and simply left to their fate, these structures rapidly decay, particularly due to
the destructive effects of soil and air humidity and rainfall (Peters 1972:174; Rosen
1986:11). Absorption and evaporation of moisture in mud bricks causes the bricks to
fracture by swelling and shrinking, as well as the transportation of soluble salts to the
brick's surface, both resulting in an internal weakening of the brick. In addition, rainwater,
apart from enforcing the effects of swelling and shrinking, leads to a mechanical erosion of
the brick's surfaces, creating furrows or widening already existing ones. Finally, rainwater
in combination with soil moisture and capillary water easily undercuts the base of walls
and forms deep cracks (Carter and Paglieri 1966; Torraca et al. 1972; Rosen 1986).
Mud-brick disintegration is also strongly enhanced by wind erosion, plant roots,
burrowing by rodents and insects, and nestling by birds. The continuous process of
disintegration and transformation of the tell's primary constituents leads to various kinds
of secondary sediments, closely interrelated and developed during both occupation and
abandonment (Butzer 1982:87-90; Rosen 1986:12): (1) organic sediments consisting of
ashes, food remains and dung, (2) heterogeneous sediments of collapsed, eroded, washed
or redeposited mud bricks, stones and artefacts, (3) deposits of sediments reworked by
surface water, and (4) biogenetic and geochemically altered sediments, usually formed in
the course of time after abandonment of the settlement. In addition, some sediments of
142
Survey
primary geologic nature are recognised, i.e. aeolian sediments derived from wind-blown
dust in areas undisturbed by surface wash, and alluvial deposits due to (seasonal)
flooding.
From the above it will be clear that tell formation is a dynamic process, involving
numerous variables, each of which is affected by the continuity or discontinuity of
occupation. During occupation, the site is actively modified and altered by human
activities, as evidenced by continuous building and levelling, clearances and intentional
depositions in specific areas whereas others are kept scrupulously clean. Thus it was
repeatedly observed at Tell Sabi Abyad that during occupation a substantial accumulation
of settlement debris must have occurred rapidly in those parts of the settlement most
likely to have been courts or open areas, away from the central areas for living, whereas
only little sedimentation occurred within the true living-units, which were filled only after
abandonment of the buildings. When part or the whole of a settlement was given up,
rapid sedimentation occurred on habitation floors, due to a natural and ongoing process of
wall collapse and relocation of materials by water and wind transportation and biogenetic
alteration.
Postdepositional erosion affects the shape of the mound by smoothening its surface,
modifying the configuration of its slopes and enhancing accumulation of debris at its base.
Above it has been pointed out that prehistoric tells in the Balikh valley differ in layout, but
there seems to be a rough relationship between shape and size on the one hand, and
nature and duration of the occupation on the other hand. Earlier, Kirkby and Kirkby
(1976) and Davidson (1976) suggested that, in the case of small and low mounds,
weathering of the slopes proceeds in a regular and uniform manner, except in special cases
of, for example, stream erosion on one side (see, however, Rosen 1986:28ff). Judging from
the surface materials, those mounds in the Balikh valley having a regular and coherent,
rounded or conical shape generally seem to have been continuously occupied during a
certain period of time (occasional discontinuities being of short duration) and
subsequently to have been abandoned, whereas those mounds having an irregular and
complex layout are in most cases multi-period sites, with the various phases of occupation
not necessarily related. Thus, for example, the sites of Tulul Breilat or Tell Assouad are all
homogeneous mounds with rather steep but regular slopes, which show evidence of a
continuous sequence of 7th and early 6th millennium layers of occupation, whereas sites
like Tell Sabi Abyad or Khirbet al-Basal have irregular profiles and show evidence of
breaks in settlement On a micro-level, however, these sites with complex, asymmetrical
layouts seem to consist of separate mounds, each regular in shape and continuously
occupied (as was shown during excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad).
Evidently, human settlement, on both the intra- and intersite level, is not a static
phenomenon, but a dynamic process of continuous change and restructuring. Any social
order involves a constant cycle of re-producing, re-interpreting and re-presenting the
underlying social principles of society (Hodder 1982; Pader 1982), which are expressed in
settlement organisation among other things. It goes without saving that any
understanding of ancient settlement structure depends upon the available information
about the nature, extent and duration of occupation of the various sites that have been
recognised. In the case of the Balikh valley, a general dating of the phases of occupation
per site was in most cases possible on the basis of the ceramics, lithic implements and
other artefacts recovered from the surfaces of the mounds, whereas the size of the mounds
gave some dues regarding the original size of the settlements. In these respects, a more
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precise estimate is obtained when incorporating any insights in local tell formation, and
when Integrating both the survey and excavation evidence in a direct way; thus, for
example, it is felt that if one were able to express 'duration of occupation' in terms of
'building phases' (with some degree of certainty and on the basis of excavation), the
specific role of a site in the general settlement system could be better understood. As will
be clear from chapter 4, the current chronological framework consists of a number of
periods each of rather long duration (several centuries); already on the simple basis of size
and height most of the sites cannot be expected to have been inhabited continuously for a
whole period but only during a specific part of one or more periods. The height of sites, in
particular, can be most informative, and Kirkby and Kirkby (1976) have already suggested
that, in the case of small house mounds, the absolute height of the site is related to its
original size and shape, whereas the configuration of the slopes is time-conditioned (see
also Rosen 1986:27ff). Evidently, there is no reason to expect that the stratigraphie
sequence at one site, and its associated material representation, is simply reproduced at
another. However, apart from some specific, site-bound features (like, for example, a
levelled habitation floor), the patterns of tell formation will on the whole lead to a
comparatively parallel outcome. A major problem, however, is that at least around some
sites a considerable accumulation of natural deposits has taken place, hiding part of the
site from view and, consequently, from evaluation. This problem will be discussed in more
detail below.
3 Sedimentation and the Landscape
It will be clear that the landscape of the Balikh valley, as in other regions, is part of a
dynamic process of alteration. Due to natural phenomena and human interference, the
landscape constantly changes and renews itself through time. It seems even more evident
that, at any time, the landscape defines the choice and nature of settlement to a
considerable extent, some regions (e.g. those near water courses) being more favourable
than others. Regarding the Balikh valley, among geomorphologists working in the region
there has long been consensus concerning the age of the Balikh plain. They have assumed
that those surfaces nowadays exposed to the elements consisted of later Pleistocene or
early Holocene aeolic and fluviatile deposits (J.A.K. Boerma, pers. comm.). They
consequently believed that hardly any of the ancient settlements in the region were hidden
from view, either partially or completely, by post-occupational deposits around the site,
this in contrast with other parts of Greater Mesopotamia (with southern Iraq perhaps as
the most outstanding example). Whereas it seems clear that the small river Balikh cannot
compete with the Euphrates or the Tigris in terms of transport capacity and related
sedimentation potential, the excavations in the Balikh valley have shown that, even in
these small and marginal side-valleys, considerable sedimentation has taken place at least
since the later 6th millennium B.C. Thus, at Tell Hammam el-Turkman, the earliest strata
of occupation which have been exposed, and which date from the later 5th millennium
B.C, are found about 2 metres below the level of the surrounding fields. Virgin soil has
not yet been reached, and one more metre of occupation is expected on the basis of a
drilling (Meijer 1988:70). At nearby Tell Sabi Abyad the earliest strata are also found at a
depth of almost 2 metres below field level, but here these earliest phases of occupation
date from the early 6th millennium B.C. Here, too, virgin soil has not yet been reached.
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Three kilometres south of Sabi Abyad, the Halaf settlement at Khirbet esh-Shenef, dating
from around the middle of the 5th millennium B.C., was founded on virgin soil at a depth
of 0.4 m below the surrounding fields. Finally, investigations around Tell Bi'a, located in
the extreme south of the Balikh valley (near the confluence with the Euphrates), showed
that a surface dating from the late 3rd and early 2nd millennium B.C. (ceramics were
recovered from this level) was buried at a depth of about 1 metre below the present field
level, whereas an earlier surface, of unknown date unfortunately, was found at a depth of
1.5 metres (Schirmer 1987:64). Pedological work around Tell Hammam et-Turkman has
showed that in this area deeper soils are found on the east bank of the Balikh, whereas the
west bank showed evidence of limited soil development, with gravelly or marly deposits
at a depth of less than one metre (Boerma 1988:24 and pers. comm.). In this area,
prehistoric sites are hardly expected to be buried underneath later overburden, and the
excavations at Tell Damishliyya have actually supported this view. The earliest settlement
at Damishliyya was founded upon a terrace remnant along the Balikh, more or less at
present field level. A few kilometres north of Damishliyya, a number of small, early 5th
millennium sites were found, all situated along a shallow wadi which most likely defined
the location of settlements; consequently, one would not expect any occupation remains
below the present level of the wadi floor. As will be clear from these examples,
sedimentation in the Balikh valley was of uneven nature and considerably varied from
area to area. The landscape as we see it nowadays differs to a great extent from that of
prehistoric times, as the ancient surface is buried underneath a considerable overburden of
later deposits. Unfortunately, apart from the examples just mentioned, any detailed
analysis of nature, speed and thickness of later Holocene (i.e. post-6th millennium) aeolic
and fluviatile sedimentation in the valley is lacking; the available studies (Gibb 1967;
Mulders 1969; Boerma 1988) are all of a general nature or refer only to the topmost metre
of deposits (pedogenetical analysis is confined to augerings to a depth of about one metre
only). Likewise, there is hardly any sound evidence concerning direction and alteration of
ancient water courses in the region.
To a great extent, sedimentation is due to aeolk circumstances. The heavy winds and
dust storms in the summer months cause a considerable removal and redeposition of
sediments. In this respect, human-induced clearing of vast areas from their natural vegetation
may be of great importance, because it leaves large parts of the valley open to weathering
(Bottema 1989). In the immediate vicinity of the Balikh and its branches, fluviatile deposition
can be regarded as a main determinant of sedimentation, particularly during the wet season
when vast quantities of water are carried from the hinterland, regularly causing inundation of
the surroundings of the waterways. In addition, surface water, coming from the higher parts
of the Balikh plain and the surrounding plateaus and running towards the depressed Balikh
flood plain proper, transports considerable quantities of sediments in the course of time, as do
the various wadis and numerous channels intersecting the plain.
At present, it is felt that the known corpus of prehistoric settlements in the Balikh
valley need not be complete; many more sites, particularly small, one-phase sites, may
easily have been buried underneath later deposits of aeolic-fluviatile nature, and thus have
become invisible to the investigator. For example, a small site like Khirbet esh-Shenef
would in modern days represent hardly more than a sherd scatter at field level, if it had
not not been for the fact that the site was reoccupied in the 13th century B.C. In this
respect, it is recalled that survey practices were limited to mounds and Flachsiedlungen
visible on aerial photographs to begin with.
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4 Neolithic Settlement in a Regional Perspective
4,1 Introduction
No complete and continuous sequence of the Neolithic period is as yet available for the
Balikh valley. The four Neolithic sites excavated so far have mainly covered the later
stages of the Neolithic, i.e. the ceramic Neolithic. Truly aceramic Neolithic remains have
been found in a stratigraphie context only at Damishliyya (the lower strata 1-2). The
so-called aceramic levels at Tell Assouad succeed the introduction of pottery at the site
and fit at least chronologically within the ceramic Neolithic period.
Surveys have given ample evidence of Neolithic settlement in the Balikh valley.
Lorraine Copeland (1979,1982) has already stressed the importance of the valley during
the 7th to 4th millennium B.C. and the 1983 University of Amsterdam field reconnaissance
has confirmed this view (Akkermans 1984, 1989f; Akkermans, ed., in prep.). So far, 49
Balikh sites have been ascribed to the Neolithic period, spanning an era of over two
millennia (ca. 7000-4500 B.C.) and covering eight phases (Balikh I to Balikh HID), each with
its own cultural, spatial and ecological characteristics. In a material sense, the earliest
Neolithic remains are comparable to the Levantine Pre-Pottery Neolithic B assemblages
and date from the 7th millennium B.C.; it should, however, not simply be concluded that
earlier phases of occupation are wholly absent in the Balikh region. Some of the large and
high mounds yielded 7th millennium artefacts on top and earlier materials can be
expected to occur in the lower, deeply buried strata of occupation. Still, the evident
absence of Pre-Pottery Neolithic A-like remains among the survey materials suggests that
either settlements of this period are rare or that their material expression strongly differs
from that found along the Euphrates (Mureybet) or the regions further west. That earlier
phases of occupation are indeed present in the Balikh valley is indicated by the,
admittedly meagre, traces of Epi-Palaeolithic presence at some sites.
When compared with other, adjacent regions (e.g. the Euphrates valley, the Qoueiq
or the Khabur basin) the small Balikh valley shows evidence of a rather large number of
early prehistoric settlements. Thus, in the Khabur valley south of Hassake only few
Neolithic sites were found (Kühne 1977,1978-79; Monchambert 1984a, 1984W, despite the
fact that this area is littered with ancient mounds and has been thoroughly explored in
recent years (salvage operations in response to dam construction works). Surveys and
excavations in the vast Euphrates region or the Qoueiq have also yielded a limited number
of Neolithic sites (Van Loon 1967; Mellaart 1981; Kohlrneyer 1984; Cauvin and Molist, in
press). To some extent cultural-ecological variables may account for the restricted extent of
early Neolithic occupation in the latter regions but in other respects post-depositional
processes and, particularly, survey methods will definitely have affected the present
picture of Neolithic settlement (for example, in the Qoueiq only those sites indicated on
the French 1:50,000 maps were visited and sampled).
Most Neolithic sites in the Balikh valley are true tells of sometimes considerable
height and seem to represent genuine settlements, permanently inhabited for longer
periods of time. However, at some sites artefacts were found only in very small numbers
over a most restricted area, and one can question whether these sites were inhabited on a
permanent basis. As one will recall, our excavations have made it clear that at least in later
Neolithic times (Balikh HIC-D) short-term settlements (Khirbet esh-Shenef) or camp sites
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(Damishliyya pits) have to be reckoned with, and, indeed, similar sites can be inferred for
the earlier stages of the Neolithic as well. Some sites seem to represent isolated find spots
yielding only very few lithic artefacts, which may result from very restricted activities,
perhaps on a single occasion (e.g. BS 36, BS 66). Other sites yielded more extensive scatters
of lithic tools and debitage, which may be the result of similar restricted activities but
practised over a much longer time span (BS 114), or which may represent quarries and
manufacture sites (e.g. BS 344, BS 345, BS 349). A site like BS 114, situated on a Pleistocene
terrace remnant bordering the flood plain, may represent a hunters' stand, as this site
yielded numerous lithic tools (including a pressure-flaked Amuq arrowhead fragment)
and debitage but no traces of domestic accumulation. The presence of a small
backed-and-truncated trapeze of Epi-Paleolithic type suggests that BS 114 was repeatedly
visited over longer periods of time. The rather high terraces enclosing the Balikh plain
have not yet been surveyed in detail, and one may expect many more manufacturing
places or sites similar to BS 114 in these areas where flint outcrops are widely spread.
In broad terms, Neolithic settlement in the Balikh valley seems to be characterised by
(1) a concentration of occupation in the northern, rain-fed half of the basin, and only few
sites in the south, (2) pairing of settlements, with two or more sites appearing in small
clusters, (3) small settlement size, with the vast majority of sites being smaller than 1 ha.,
or even smaller than 0.5 ha., (4) location of settlements in a linear north-south pattern
along the Balikh and its tributaries, and (5) a rather small number of permanently
inhabited sites per period. Before discussing the characteristics and trends of Neolithic
settlement in the Balikh valley in more detail, it seems useful to give a short description of
the various Balikh Survey (BS) sites and their location, and of the nature and dating of the
artefacts recovered from their surface. A more detailed account on site features and
associated finds will be published separately (Akkermans, ed., in prep.). For matters of
convenience, the sites are presented by site number from south to north (generally
speaking, the higher the site number, the more northern its location). So far, our main
emphasis has been upon the later, ceramic stages of the Neolithic, but, in order to come to
a more detailed understanding of Neolithic settlement behaviour and long-term trends in
occupation in the Balikh valley, the following discussion will also include the aceramic
Neolithic or Balikh I settlements.
4.2 Description of Neolithic sites in the Balikh valley
BS2-TellZaidan
Tell Zaidan is a huge mound, situated on the east bank of the river Balikh near the (modern) confluence
of the Balikh and the Euphrates. The extended, steep site consists of at least three separate mounds,
merged in the course of time, and measures in total about 460x250x18 m. The site was first described by
Albright (1926) and has since repeatedly been visited by surveyors (Cauvin 197tk268ff; Copeland
1979251ft; Kohlmeyer 1984:106ff). Tell Zaidan is a major later 5th and 4th millennium site, and in
material culture closely resembles the excavated site of Tell Hammam et-Turkman in the northern
Balikh valley. In addition, Zaidan contains remains of the early 3rd millennium B.C.
The earliest phases of occupation mus far recognised belong to the later Halaf or Balikh
inC-IIID periods, as evidenced by bichrome and trichrome painted pottery, among other things
(Copeland 1979, Figs. 15-16; Kohlmeyer 1984, Abb. 5). Most of these ceramics stem from the eroded
southern base; Halafian pottery seems to be absent from the northern half of the site. There can be
little doubt that Zaidan represents an important later Halaf settlement deeply buried below a heavy
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overburden of Ubaid-related and Late Chakolithic remains. As to the size of this settlement we can
only speculate for the moment; supposing that the entire southern mound of Zaidan was occupied
we can assume an area of about 2-3 ha.
Actually, in view of its location, Tell Zaidan is not so much a Balikh site as an Euphrates
mound. The site is situated upon Euphrates deposits, more or less in front of the narrow gorge
bounding the lower Balikh; the nearest contemporary Balikh settlement, Merj Abu Sharib (BS 35), is
found over 25 km to the north, i.e. the distance between the site and its nearest neighbour is at least
five times as large as seems to be the case for the sites in the Balikh basin proper (where
nearest-neighbour distances vary between 3 and 5 km). There can be little doubt that Zaidan
maintained relationships with the sites in the north but these relationships are assumed to have
been much less intensive than those between the genuine Balikh settlements.
•884
This is a small rounded mound, about 100 m in diameter and 6 m high, situated in the flat flood
plain east of Hazimah. Judging from the numerous Pre-Pottery Neolithic B-like lithic implements
(including arrowheads of the well-known Byblos Point-type) and stone-bowl fragments, this site
belongs in its entirety to the aceramic Neolitic or Balikh I period. Only in the mid-2nd millennium
B.C. a small settlement was founded along the southern base of the site; the mound proper,
however, seems not to have been inhabited during these times. The area of occupation for the
prehistoric settlement is estimated at maximally 0.8 ha.
BS 35-Merj Abu Sharib
Merj Abu Sharib is a rather large, oval mound, measuring 265x100x16 m (NW-SE), situated next to
the village of the same name, along the road from Abbara to Hazimah. Parts of the southern slope
are occupied by the modem village. The northern and western slopes are rather steep but the others
have a gentle inclination. The site is built up of at least three, merged mounds, located in a linear,
northwest-southeast pattern. At present, three summits are visible.
The larger part of Merj Abu Sharib seems to belong to the Ubaid and later prehistoric periods
(local Late Chalcolithic and true Uruk ceramics were found), whereas, in addition, traces of Early
Bronze Age and Roman-Parthian occupation appeared. As for the period of our concern, the later
Neolithic, only little evidence was found. On the surface of the northeastern and central mounds,
and especially on the cover of a number of modern, Islamic burials in these areas, a small sample of
Halaf sherds was found, all fitting into the Balikh IIIC-D periods. A Halafian settlement is
undoubtedly present but most likely deeply buried below later overlays. Judging from the small
number of ceramics and their area of distribution, this settlement must have been small and
restricted towards the northeastern part of the mound; most likely, the area of occupation covered 1
ha. at the most
BS36-MenKhalil
Merj Khalil is a small, irregular-shaped mound, measuring about 100x100x3 m. The site is entirely
covered by modern house remains (abandoned village). Below these modem remains, a Pre-Pottery
Neolithic or Balikh I settlement can probably be found. The lithic implements of flint and obsidian
included an intact Byblos Point, fragments of other arrowheads, scrapers, burins and many
burinated pieces. The area of occupation is difficult to establish but must have been less than 1 ha.
BS56
BS 56 is a high and steep, rounded mound, about 90 m in diameter (base) and 135 m high. On the
top of the mound abundant traces of 2nd millennium and Roman or medieval occupation were
found (immediately next to the site a large Roman-medieval settlement is present). The lower part
of the mound, however, seems to be entirely of Pre-Pottery Neolithic date. Judging from the
distribution of artefacts along the slopes, the Neolithic mound seems to be at least 8 m high. In the
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west, a slight part of the mound has been cut away by the modern road from Hazimah to Tell
as-Saman. In the southwest a low terrace is present but judging from the artefacts this belongs
entirely to the Roman-medieval settlement The area of Neolithic (Balikh I) occupation is estimated
at about 0.6 ha.
BS66
This very small site, about 60 m in diameter and 1.8 m high, seems to be mainly of historic date, i.e.
2nd millennium and Roman-medieval. However, earlier settlement is indicated by one blade butt
of obsidian and one Halaf sherd (Balikh IIIC). In view of the nature of the site and the poor
representation of prehistoric remains, this site may represent a temporary Halaf encampment, more
or less identical to Tell Damishliyya (BS177). It may, however, also be the case that the presence of
early material is accidental. The area of occupation is 0.2 ha. at the most
BS 81 - Khirbet al-Bassal
Khirbet al-Bassal is a rather large site, oriented NVV-SE and consisting of two merged mounds
separated by a low saddle. The northwestern mound is more or less rounded, with a rather steep
slope on the northwestern side and gentle slopes in the other directions, and measures ca.
100x65x5.5 m. The southeastern mound is of an elongated, oval form, measuring ca. 100x50x3.8 m.
When taking the site as a whole, Khirbet al-Bassal seems to be much larger, but it is felt that this
impression is due to considerable slope wash.
Judging from the lithic implements, the lower parts of the mound most likely fit entirely
within the Pre-Pottery Neolithic or Balikh I period (no Balikh IIA ceramics were found). This
aceramic settlement is probably slightly larger than one hectare. After an apparent hiatus, the site
seems to have been re-occupied in Balikh IIB-C times and, after another hiatus, again in the Balikh
1I1C-D period. These later settlements seem to be concentrated on both summits, suggesting an area
of occupation of about 50x50 m (ca. 0.25 ha.) for the northwestern mound and about 80x50 m (ca.
0.4 ha.) for the southeastern mound. Both summits were probably occupied simultaneously during
the Balikh IIB-C and IHC-D periods, which indicates that the settlement as a whole was about 0.7
ha. large.
After the Balikh IIIC-D period, Khirbet al-Bassal seems to have been abandoned, to be
reoccupied on a very small scale in medieval times.
BS 83 - Tell as-Saman
Tell as-Saman is one of the largest mounds in the Balikh valley, measuring about 300x200x175 m
(EW-NS). In addition, an extensive terrace is present towards the north, measuring roughly 400x300
m. The latter area has shown evidence of various small and low mounds, all of Roman-Parthian
and medieval date. The large tell itself shows a long and continuous sequence of occupation, which
starts in the Halaf period. The site is built up of at least three smaller but merged mounds. The
northern slope is very steep and intersected by erosion gullies, starting at the saddles between the
various summits. The southern slope, in contrast, inclines very gradually over an extensive area,
and is intersected by numerous erosion gullies as well.
In size, nature and sequence of occupation, Tell as-Saman probably closely resembles Tell
Hammam et-Turkman (BS 175), excavated in recent years by a team of the University of
Amsterdam (cf. Van Loon, ed., 1988). As at Tell Hammam et-Turkman, on the top of Tell as-Saman
considerable remains of a Roman-Parthian occupation were found, whereas underneath extensive
levels of 3rd and 2nd milllennium settlement are present. An important sequence of later
prehistoric occupation (later 5th and 4th millennia) must be present, too, but deeply buried below
the historical levels of inhabitation. The latter is even more evident for the Halaf strata, the presence
of which has so far been indicated by only three Balikh HIC-D sherds, found along the base of the
westernmost mound. The latter covers an area of about 70 m in diameter, suggesting that mis Halaf
occupation covered an area of perhaps 0.5 ha. However, it may very well be the case that the true
area of settlement is much larger but simply invisible to the surveyor at present.
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BS95-TeUar-Rahyar
Rahyar is a small, round mound, about 90 m in diameter and 4.8 m high. The mound has been
disturbed by modem road construction works and irrigation canals along the edges. For the larger
part the site seems to fit into the Early Bronze Age, but the lithics suggest that an earlier, prehistoric
period is also present. A series of heavy, fresh, chert debitage was collected, similar to a series
found at site BS 34. The latter suggests a date within the aceramic Neolithic (Balikh I period), which
seems to be confirmed by the lack of prehistoric ceramics. The area of occupation probably
comprised about 0.6 ha.
BS 108 - Tell Darner-East
This is a very large, irregularly shaped medieval site, measuring about 440x340x2/4 m. Part of the
site is covered by a modern, Islamic graveyard, whereas the remainder has been heavily looted. In
the disturbed southern part of the site a small number of Balikh IIIC-D sherds were found, which
suggests that in this area a Halaf settlement is buried below the medieval remains.
The area of prehistoric occupation cannot be established but in view of the scarcity of
prehistoric ceramics and their distribution over a restricted area, this settlement must have been
smaller than 1 ha.
BS114
This site is not a tell but part of an elongated Pleistocene terrace remnant bordering the Balikh flood
plain. Apart from traces of modem encampments, the site shows several low Tiouse mounds'
dating from the Middle Ages. However, a pressure-flaked Amuq Point fragment and some
implements of pre-PPNB or Epi-Paleolithic type suggest that the site was also inhabited in
prehistoric times. Apart from these lithics, no traces of prehistoric settlement were encountered;
most likely, this site represents a temporarily occupied camp site from the 7th millennium or of
earlier date. The size of occupation could not be established but must undoubtedly have been
small.
BS126
This is a large site, measuring ca. 300x150x35 m, which seems to be mainly medieval. The site has
been heavily looted in recent times. However, a few Balikh IIIC-D sherds were found over a
restricted area in the central and eastern part, and a small later Halaf settlement, definitely less than
one hectare in size, seems to be present
BS 138-Tell Mefesh
This site has briefly been sounded by Mallowan in 1938 (Mallowan 1946). Mefesh is oval in shape
and measures approximately 230x150x15 m. For the larger part, Mefesh is an Ubaid-related or
Balikh IV settlement, with building remains of this period found at least between the 5- and the
14-m contour (ibid.: 126). The basal levels at Mefesh no doubt belong to the Halaf or Balikh III
period. Unfortunately, Mallowan did not reach these levels in his soundings, and all of his Halaf
ceramics were found in later, Ubaid contexts. During our 1983 survey, we did not notice a single
Balikh ni sherd on the surface and if it had not been for Mallowan's soundings this site would have
been ascribed to the Balikh IV period only. The few sherds illustrated by Mallowan have parallels
in the Balikh IIIC-1IID pottery of Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef, suggesting a later Balikh III
date for the lower levels of Mefesh.
The lack of any Halaf artefacts whatsoever on the surface suggests that the Balikh III
settlement must have been rather small, perhaps comprising an area of 15-2 ha.
BS 139-Tell Khadriya
This is a large site measuring about 310x200x10 m. On the top of the mound, two low summits are
present, each about 30-35 m in diameter. Apart from the steep northern side, the mound slopes
very gently. In front of the northern slope an extensive and gradually tilting terrace is present,
"Tl
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which measures about 150x60 m (EW-NS). The site contains major remains of the 2nd and 1st
millennia B.C. and of the medieval period, but prehistoric levels are present as well. The northern
part of the mound and the terrace have yielded numerous Balikh IIIC-D ceramics and perhaps
some Balikh IV (Ubaid-like) pottery. In some respects, the site is comparable to Mounbatah (BS
148): here, too, we find a major Halaf mound, in front of which an extensive Halaf Vorstadt is
present
In view of the distribution of ceramics, Khadriya seems to ha ve been an important Halaf site,
perhaps covering an area of about 120x150 m (1.8 ha.).
BS 142 - Tell Sheikh Hasan
This site represents a rather large medieval-Islamic city (which measures at least 520x400 m), which
has been built around a small, round tell about 80 m in diameter and 7 m in height. The immediate
surroundings of this tell do not seem to have been built on, and therefore form a kind of plaza in
the centre of the medieval town. Very few artefacts have been recovered from this small mound,
most of them Islamic, but earlier levels of occupation may be present as well: one fragment of a
solidly painted Balikh HIC vessel was found. If indeed a Halafian settlement is present, it must
have been buried underneath later materials. This possible Balikh HIC settlement can hardly have
been larger than 0.6-0.7 ha. (if not considerably smaller).
BS 147 -Tell as-Sawwan
Tell as-Sawwan is a very large site, which consists of an irregularly-shaped mound, built up of at
least three smaller mounds and surrounded by a vast terrace. When including this terrace, Tell
as-Sawwan measures about 390x240x20 m, but most likely the area of settlement was much smaller.
Parts of the terrace (particularly in the south) may have been occupied during various periods but it
is expected that for the larger part this terrace consists of slope wash. The mound proper measures
about 240x150 m.
Tell as-Sawwan is one of the largest Ubaid-related or Balikh IV settlements in the Balikh
valley and was, moreover, an important site in historical times (Early Bronze Age and later). The
presence of Neolithic levels of occupation is indicated by Balikh IIIB to HID pottery, found in small
quantities over the entire mound as well as on the lower, eastern and southern terraces. The
occurrence of Halaf pottery on the top of the site is undoubtedly due to transport of soil for
mud-brick production and later disturbances (the upper parts of Tell as-Sawwan were
unquestionably inhabited in later prehistoric and early historic times, i.e. the 4th and 3rd millennia
B.C).
The area of settlement is hard to establish but, judging from the distribution of ceramics,
Sawwan contains a rather large Halaf settlement, probably comprising an area of at least two
hectares in Balikh IIIC-D times. At this time, Sawwan must have been closely related to the nearby
site of Mounbatah (see below).
BS 148 - Tell Mounbatah
This site is actually the largest prehistoric complex in the Balikh valley and has been built up of a
series of tells which have merged in the course of time. At least six mounds are present (most of
which can probably be divided into smaller and merged mounds as well), which are situated in a
linear north-south pattern along the Balikh and which measure around 625x360x95 m in total. In
addition, a large and rather flat terrace extends in an eastern direction in front of the northernmost
mounds, measuring about 430x340x3.3/23 m. In total, Mounbatah then seems to comprise about
30-35 ha. However, this vast area was definitely not occupied all at the same time; occupation
shifted from one area to another in the course of time. The complex as a whole seems to have been
inhabited continuously from at least the early 7th to the middle of the 5th millennium B.C. Later
prehistoric remains are absent (but can be found at nearby Tell as-Sawwan) and for millennia the
site seems to have been deserted, to be reoccupied on a small scale in the 1st millennium B.C. and in
Roman times.
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The earliest phases of occupation can be found on the two southernmost mounds, one measuring
about 70x70x4 m, the other (having two summits) measuring about 150x200x75 m. On the top of
both mounds Balikh IIA ceramics have been found, whereas the lower parts undoubtedly date
from the earlier, aceramic Neolithic or Balikh I period. The western parts of these mounds,
bounded by the Balikh flood plain, and the northern slope are steep, whereas particularly towards
the east these mounds have a gentle inclination. This southern half of the Mounbatah complex
seems to have been deserted around the end of the 7th or the beginning of the 6th millennium B.C.
Indicators of true 6th millennium occupation (Balikh IIB-I1C) are absent, whereas the last part of the
Neolithic (later Halaf or Balikh HIC-D) is represented by a few sherds only. Whether these ceramics
indicate occupation is doubtful, although perhaps one has to reckon with a small-scale and
scattered settlement.
Balikh 1IB-HC occupation seems to be restricted to the northernmost mound of Mounbatah.
This large, elongated and rather flat mound measures about 300x120x5 m and has yielded
numerous thick-walled, dark-red burnished ceramics together with incised sherds and pottery
displaying coarsely executed geometric designs in red paint on a whitish slip. This pottery is
wholly different from the Balikh IIA ceramics unearthed at Damishliyya and Assouad. Earlier, Le
Miere (1986:79-80) suggested a relationship between these ceramics and the early to mid-6th
millennium pottery of Bouqras. This pottery, moreover, resembles the red-burnished pottery found
in the lower strata at Sabi Abyad and undoubtedly belongs to the Balikh IIB-C periods. The
northernmost mound is littered with boulders and particularly in the northwestern part the soil is
rich in ashes. Along the eastern and northeastern edges, the mound has recently been disturbed by
a number of small holes dug to a depth of about one metre. In the fill coming from these digging
activities, numerous fragments of so-called 'white ware' have been found, which date from the later
7th millennium and which suggest that Balikh I levels can be found at a limited depth. Whether
Balikh IIA levels can be found here is questionable (no such ceramics were found on the surface),
but there can be little doubt that aceramic strata of occupation are present
In view of the above, it seems that Mounbatah was an important Pre-Pottery Neolithic
settlement. Indeed, for chronological differentiation, lithics are a much less sensitive instrument
than ceramics and it has not been possible so far to establish whether all areas were occupied
simultaneously; however, if they were, the aceramic Neolithic or Balikh I settlement may have
covered an area of at least about 6-7 ha. Around the end of the 7th or the beginning of the 6th
millennium, at a time when the first ceramics appeared, the area of settlement seems to have been
largely restricted to the northern half of Mounbatah. The Balikh IIA area of settlement seems to be
only half as large as that of the preceding period, and comprises an area of about 3-35 ha. The
southern mounds of the Mounbatah complex seem to have been deserted after the Balikh IIA
period, and settlement contracted to the northernmost mound. This Balikh IIB-C settlement may
have comprised an area of about 3 ha. at the most.
The area between the early Neolithic southern and northern parts of Mounbatah, is occupied
by a large mound, measuring about 160x125x95 m, which seems to represent the main area of
Halaf or Balikh III occupation. Immediately next to this mound, another small tell is found,
measuring about 50x30x3 m. All phases of the Halaf or Balikh III period are present at Mounbatah
and the site actually seems to be the only one in the Balikh valley to have been occupied
continuously throughout the entire Halaf period. The earliest stages, i.e. Balikh IIIA-B, seem to be
restricted to the mound proper but during the later parts of the Halaf period (Balikh IIIC-D) the
area of settlement seems to have grown considerably, and now also included the vast, rather flat
terrace extending towards the northeast and, particularly, towards the east in front of the Halafian
mound. This terrace seems to consist of at least three smaller and flattened mounds, the exact
dimensions of which are difficult to establish from the surface evidence. Parts of this large terrace
have been ploughed, which may have contributed to some extent to the rather large area of
distribution of Halaf pottery. The area of occupation can therefore be estimated roughly only: in
Balikh I11A-B times, occupation may have covered an area of about 2 ha., whereas in Balikh IIIC-D
times perhaps an area of about 10-12 ha. was inhabited! At this time, the site therefore seems to
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have witnessed a considerable increase in the population, which made it the largest Halaf site in the
Balikh valley and perhaps one of the largest found anywhere in the Near East. When furthermore
taking into account that at Tell as-Sawwan, at a distance of only 900-1000 m south of Mounbatah,
another Balikh IHC-D settlement was present, there can be little doubt that Mounbatah and its
immediate surroundings represented the socio-economic centre of Halaf occupation in the Balikh
valley. Probably, the other Halaf settlements in the valley were all strongly oriented towards
Mounbatah.
BS152 - Tell ez-Zkero
This steep, rounded and conical mound is about 100 m in diameter and 9 m high. Parts of the
mound have been cut away for road construction and mud-brick production, whereas the eastern
side is heavily eroded. The site seems to date mostly from the Middle Ages but Halaf occupation is
indicated as well. A small number of Halaf sherds, all of Balikh TIIC type, were found on the
northwestern slope, to a height of about four metres above field level (it remains questionable,
however, whether this truly indicates the height of the prehistoric mound). Area of occupation: ca.
0.6-0.8 ha.
BS161-TululBreilatI
The site of Tulul Breilat I is part of a cluster of five prehistoric sites (Tulul Breilat 1 to V) which are
found near the confluence of various wadis in the plain south of the village of Hammam
et-Turkman. Tulul Breilat I is a small, elongated and oval-shaped mound, which measures
110x85x8.5 m (EW-NS). Towards the north a low terrace, ca. 25 m long, is present. Medieval pottery
is found in small quantities on the top and along the southern slope of the site, but the mound
seems to date mostly from the Balikh MIA periods. Numerous fragments of stone bowls and lithic
implements, including Byblos Points, were found as well as coarsely finished Balikh HA pottery.
The area of occupation is estimated at ca. 0.9 ha.
BS 162-Tulul Breilat H
In shape and dating this mound closely resembles BS 161 : a small, oval mound, which measures ca.
110x150x8 m, with a low terrace in the north which comprises an area of about 30x40 m. Very few
medieval sherds were found, and for the larger part this site dates from Balikh I-IIA times. Again
many artefacts of flint and obsidian, stone-bowl fragments, 'white-ware' fragments and Balikh IIA
ceramics were found. Area of occupation: about 1.6 ha. (with terrace: 1.9 ha.}.
BS 163-Tulul Breilat m
This is a small, rounded to oval mound, measuring 100x85x4 m. Very few medieval sherds
appeared, as well as some prehistoric flint and obsidian artefacts. However, in contrast with BS 161
and BS 162, no prehistoric pottery was found and most likely the prehistoric occupation at BS 163
belongs entirely to the Balikh I period. Area of occupation: ca. 0.7-0.8 ha.
BS 164-Tulul Breilat IV
This small, rounded mound has a dimater about 50 m and is 25 m high. Like BS 163, it seems to be
mainly a Balikh I settlement, yielding some flint and obsidian artefacts and a small, polished stone
axe. On the top of the mound an Islamic burial is perhaps present. The prehistoric occupation may
have covered an area of hardly 0.2 ha.
BS 165-Tulul Breilat V
This is an elongated, oval and flattened mound, which measures about 100x85x3 m. Again we have
some meagre evidence of Balikh I occupation, but for the larger part this may have been a medieval
site, as is indicated by fragments of a mosaic floor and some medieval pottery. An Islamic burial
may be present on the top of the mound. Area of (prehistoric) occupation: ca. 0.6 ha.
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BS 168 • Khirbet al-Haramie
Khirbet al-Haramie is a large, irregularly shaped site, which measures 250x120x3 m. The highest
part is found in the northeastern area, whereas the site extends in a flattened and gradual manner
in a western and southern direction; in the latter areas the demarcation between site and
surrounding plain is ill-defined. The lowest parts seem to result mainly from medieval occupation,
whereas prehistoric settlement seems to have been largely restricted to the higher, northeastern
part, which comprises an area of about 80-100 m in diameter.
Numerous sherds indicated that this site had definitely been inhabited in Balikh UIA-B times
and perhaps also in the Balikh IIC period. In addition, the site seems to have been occupied during
the early Balikh IIIC period. The last Halaf period (Balikh HID) is, however, lacking. In these
respect, Haramie can be partially compared with sites like Sabi Abyad and Mounbatah. The area of
settlement is estimated at ca. 0.5-0.8 ha. (max. 1 ha.).
BS170 - Khirbet esh-Shenef
This excavated site has already been discussed in detail elsewhere in this study. One will recall that
Shertef has two phases of prehistoric occupation, which both belong to the Balikh HID period and
which comprise an area of about 0.2-03 ha.
B S 175 - Tell Hammam et-Turkman
Tell Hammam et-Turkman is one of the largest mounds in the Balikh valley, and measures about
500x500x43 m. Since 1981 this site has been subjected to excavation (see, for example, Van Loon,
ed., 1988). Tell Hammam et-Turkman has shown evidence of a long sequence of occupation, which
in a stratigraphie sense started in the later 5th millennium B.C. (Ubaid-related or Balikh IV period).
Unfortunately, earlier phases of occupation have not yet been reached in excavation; a number of
Halaf or Balikh III sherds have been found as stray finds on the surface or as intrusive artefacts in
the Ubaid-related and, particularly. Middle Bronze Age levels at the site. Some of these sherds
closely resemble the pottery of Sabi Abyad and are definitely of Balikh IIIB date, whereas others fit
in the later stages of the Balikh in period, i.e. Balikh I IIC and HID.
Hardly anything can be said at present about the extent of Balikh HI occupation at Tell
Hammam et-Turkman. Most likely, the site consists of various, merged mounds. The excavations
along the eastern slope have made it dear that the Ubaid-related settlement started at least 30 m
mound-inwards (a considerable amount of slope wash has accumulated along the base). There can
be no doubt that the buildings so far excavated were all situated on the eastern edge of the Balikh
IV settlement and that the earlier, Balikh in settlement has to be looked for much further
mound-inwards. Already by the end of the 4th millennium, and definitely by the end of the 3rd
millennium, the lower Ubaid-related levels were deeply buried underneath later overlayers. The
repeated occurrence of Halaf pottery in Middle Bronze Age levels on the western part of Tell
Hammam et-Turkman is probably due to transport of earth for mud-brick production; however, at
the same time, it may indicate mat this soil was taken from spots not that far away from the
prehistoric strata. In this respect, it is worth noting that all stray finds on the surface have also come
from the lower, western part. Most likely, a Halaf settlement has to be looked for not as much in the
eastern as in the western part of Tell Hammam et-Turkman. Although speculative, it is suggested
that Halaf occupation at Tell Hammam et-Turkman comprised an area of about 1-2 ha.
BS 177 - Tell Damishliyya I
This excavated site has already been discussed in detail elsewhere in mis study. It is recalled that
Damishliyya is a small Balikh MIA settlement, covering ca. 0.4 ha. In addition, the site was
inhabited for a short period of time and on a very restricted scale (hardly 0.06 ha.) in the Balikh II 1C
period.
L 154
r Survey
BS 178 - TeU Damishliyya II
A few hundreds of metres north of Damishliyya I, we find another small, oval mound, which
measures ca. 140x75x45 m. This site closely resembles Damishliyya I in shape, location and dating.
The site is situated upon a protruding terrace remnant. The highest part is found on the
northeastern side, near the Balikh flood plain, whereas particularly towards the southwest the
mound slopes in a gentle manner.
Very few medieval sherds were recovered from the surface but for the main part BS 178 is a
Balikh MIA settlement. As at Damishliyya I, some Halaf sherds (Balikh IÜC) were also found.
However, in view of the scarcity of Halaf sherds, a true Halaf settlement is probably lacking; most
likely this site, like Damishliyya I, represents a temporarily occupied camp site. The Balikh I-IIA
settlement may have covered an area of about 05-0.7 ha. whereas the subsequent Halaf occupation
was of much smaller size, i.e. less than 0.1 ha.
BS 189 - Tell Sabl Abyad I
This site is one of the central foci of the present study and has already been discussed in detail.
Occupation at Sabi Abyad probably started towards the end of the 7th or the beginning of the 6th
millennium B.C. (Balikh HA). Unfortunately, these levels have not yet been reached in excavation
and little can be said about the area of settlement Sabi Abyad was one of the larger sites in the
Balikh IIB-C periods, covering an area of about 4 ha., whereas in the next, Balikh UIA and 1IIB
periods the area of settlement seems to have contracted to about 2 ha. The area of settlement seems
to have decreased even more in later Balikh III times, for traces of Balikh IDC occupation (not yet
found in a firm stratigraphie context) seem to be largely restricted to the western half of the site and
cover an area of about 1 ha. at the most. Whether true Balikh HID occupation can be found at Sabi
Abyad remains to be investigated; most likely, occupation at this time shifted towards the nearby
site of Sabi Abyad IV (BS 192; see below).
BS 190 - Tell Sabi Abyad D
This is a small, oval mound which measures 75x50x45 m (EVV-NS) and which is separated from site
BS 191 (TeU Sabi Abyad III) by a low saddle. Judging from the stone-bowl fragments and lithic
implements of flint and obsidian, the site dates from the Balikh I period; no early (Balikh HA)
ceramics have been found. In addition, very few Halaf sherds have appeared (indeterminate as to
phase), but one can hardly assume a permanent Halaf settlement to have been present here. These
sherds represent either incidental finds or indicate, at best, a camp site. Area of occupation: ca. 0.3
ha. (Balikh I).
BS 191 - TeU Sabi Abyad HI
Tell Sabi Abyad DI is a small, rounded to oval mound, measuring ca. 90x50x3 m. Like BS 190, the
lithic implements and stone-bowl fragments found on the surface suggest that this site probably
belongs entirely to the aceramic Neolithic or Balikh I period. In addition very few sherds of late 2nd
millennium date have been found. Area of occupation: ca. 0.3-0.4 ha.
BS 192 - Tell Sabi Abyad IV
This is a radier large, oval mound, which measures 130x110x5 m (NS-EW). Nowadays, the site contains
the cemetery of the nearby village of Hammam et-Turkman and, as a consequence, has been wholly
covered by modern graves. Part of the site must have been inhabited in medieval times, but in later
prehistoric times this must have been an important settlement as well. Halaf sherds, probably all of
Balikh HID date, were found over the entire site. In the last stages of the Neolithic, Sabi Abyad IV may
have taken over the role of Sabi Abyad I (where Balikh HID traces of occupation are wholly lacking so
far). Earlier levels are probably present too: among the lithics was a Byblos-Point fragment and a
Comer-Thinned Blade of probably early 6th millennium date. Early ceramics, however, are absent so
far; it may well be that Tell Sabi Abyad IV, like its neighbours BS 190 and BS 191, had been occupied in
the aceramic Neolithic (Balikh D and, after an hiatus, was reoccupied at the end of the Neolithic Sabi
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Abyad IV may have covered about 1.2 ha. in the mid-5th millennium (Balikh HID); the earlier
Balikh I settlement was probably somewhat smaller (1 ha?).
BS 212- Tell EfUim
The large site of Tell Eftaim, measuring 220x160x20 m, mainly belongs to the Early Bronze Age and
later periods, but an Ugarit Point and a Comer-Thinned Blade suggest that late 7th millennium
Neolithic levels are present, too. Area of occupation: unknown.
BS 219 - Tell Qardana
This is a large, oval site, measuring 180x125x65 m (NS-EW), with gentle, elongated slopes. The mound
has yielded numerous Halaf sherds (late Balikh II1B and Balikh ÏÏIC) and seems to represent an
important Halaf settlement In addition, traces of occupation dating from the mid- to late 2nd
millennium and the Middle Ages have been found. The area of Halaf occupation is estimated at 13 ha.
BS221
A small, oval mound, which measures about 110x80x27 m (NW-SE). This site seems mainly to
represent a medieval settlement, but some early to mid-5th millennium (Balikh IIIC or HID) pottery
suggests that a very small Halaf settlement can be found here as well. Among the lithic implements
were some "Shape-defined sickle elements' (L. Copeland, pers. comm.) which might refer to the
Halaf period. Most likely, this site represents a short-term Halaf settlement or camp site. Area of
occupation: max. 0.6-0.7 ha.
BS223
This site consists of two small mounds, separated from each other by a low saddle. The
northernmost mound, measuring about 120x110x2.2 m, seems to be entirely of Roman or medieval
date (several "house mounds' are visible). In contrast, the southern mound, which measures ca.
100x70x3 m, seems to represent a Halaf ia n settlement (perhaps some Balikh IV or Ubaid-related
levels are also present).
There can be little doubt that the Halaf levels at the site belong to the later Balikh 1MB and
early Balikh IIIC periods. For example, some fine cream-bowl fragments closely resemble some
ceramics from Sabi Abyad, whereas other sherds are more reminiscent of Damishliyya pottery.
Some Balikh !IIB and IIIC sherds have a greenish colour and an irregular shape, which suggests
that these ceramics were made locally (wasters). The area of occupation is estimated at 03-0.6 ha.
BS 235- Tell Wazgöl
YVazgol is a rounded to oval, steep mound which measures about 140x100x16 m, and which has a
terrace gently sloping in a northeastern direction. The site seems to have been occupied during
several periods, each separated from the other by apparent hiatuses. Traces have been found of
later prehistoric and historic occupation (end of 4th millennium and later), whereas the Neolithic
seems to be represented by four periods, viz. Balikh 1,111 A, II IB and early IIIC
The earliest strata of occupation undoubtedly belong to the aceramic Neolithic or Balikh I
period, as is suggested by numerous stone-bowl fragments, intact Byblos Points and other artefacts
of flint and obsidian. The earliest stages of the pottery Neolithic (Balikh HA to HO seem to be
lacking and after an apparent hiatus of perhaps as long as one millennium the site seems to have
been reoccupied in Balikh UIA times. Very few painted Balikh UIA sherds have appeared, some of
which are comparable to those found in Levels 6-4 on the southeastern mound of Sabi Abyad. In
addition, some genuine Dark-Faced Burnished Ware fragments have been found. The evidence for
true Balikh DIB or developed early Halaf occupation is extremely thin but some ceramics closely
resemble those of Sabi Abyad. Balikh QIC strata are definitely present and the general picture is one
of continuous settlement from Balikh IDA to IIIC times. The last part of the Neolithic (Balikh HID) is
lacking. Area of occupation: ca. 1-12 ha. (Balikh I); ca. 03-0.6 ha. (Balikh IRA to IIIC).
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BS 242 - Tell ed-Dubaghiye
This is a small, oval and elongated site, measuring ca. 100x40x2 m. The main part of this site
probably dates from the Roman or medieval period, but in the southeastern part of the site traces of
Halaf occupation have been found. The ceramics suggest a late Balikh I1IB and early Balikh IIIC
date for this Halaf settlement. Some lustrous sickle-blade elements suggest permanent settlement.
The prehistoric settlement may have covered less than 0.25 ha.
BS 245 - Tell Assouad
Tell Assouad is situated on a protruding terrace remnant on the east bank of the river Balikh. The
complex consists of two mounds divided from each other by a low saddle. The main mound,
immediately next to the river, is about 150 m in diameter and about 12 m high. The other mound,
situated ca. 70 m further north, has a diameter of about 100 m and is ca. 5 m high. On the basis of
surface finds, both mounds seem to have been occupied simultaneously.
Assouad is one of the excavated Neolithic mounds in the Balikh valley (Mallowan 1946;
Cauvin 1972) and has already been discussed in detail in chapter 3. The excavations have been
restricted to the main mound only. It is briefly recalled that Mallowan carried out a small sounding
on the top of the mound, thereby exposing parts of a rectangular structure built of narrow rooms.
Mallowan suggested a date in the Halaf period for this building but Cauvin's reexcavation of Tell
Assouad, by means of a stepped trench along the steep northern slope of the mound, has yielded
7th to early 6th millennium remains exclusively from top to base. Some Halaf sherds were found
only on the surface of the mound. During our 1983 survey, too, only very few Halaf/Balikh HIC
sherds were found at Assouad, whereas the lithic implements recovered from the surface were
entirely of early Neolithic or Balikh I-IIA type. When combining the present evidence, it may very
well be that Assouad, like Damishliyya, contained a small and temporarily occupied camp site in
Blaikh IIIC times.
From Cauvin's trenches it has appeared that the basal levels VIII-VII at Assouad were
without architecture but with early, Balikh IIA pottery, whereas, in contrast, the upper levels VI-I
yielded mud-brick remains but no ceramics. This picture is wholly the opposite of other Neolithic
sites excavated in or outside the Balikh valley and is most likely due to the limited depth and scale
of the stepped-trench soundings. There can be little doubt that Assouad is a major Balikh I-IIA
settlement; both mounds together may have comprised an occupied area of about 22 ha. As for the
Halaf/Balikh IIIC occupation, we can only speculate. Most likely, and on analogy with
Damishliyya, inhabitation was of a most restricted nature, perhaps comprising an area of 0.1 ha.
only.
BS 264-Tell Shre/an
This is a large mound, measuring 190x170x12 m, situated along the Nahr Julab (a contributary of
the river Balikh). The steep northern slope is heavily eroded (washed away by the Nahr Julab). The
major part of this site seems to belong to the later prehistoric and historic periods, but Neolithic
settlement is indicated as well. Some sherds definitely belong to the Balikh IDA period, whereas
others indicate Balikh IIIB and IIIC settlement. Most of the Neolithic ceramics came from the
eroded northern slope. The area of Neolithic occupation remains unknown.
BS276-Ibnesh-Shehab
Ibn esh-Shehab (also known as Tell Hammam but not to be confused with Tell Hammam
et-Turkman) is situated on the east bank of the river Balikh and is one of the sites briefly excavated
by Mallowan in die late 1930s (Mallowan 1946). The oval mound stands to a height of about 11 m
and measures about 150x80 m. A major part of the site seems to date from the Roman-Byzantine
period and from the mid -2nd millennium B.C.
Early Neolithic occupation is indicated by a number of implements of flint and obsidian, all
of which have unfortunately been found out of their proper context in 2nd millennium and
Roman-Byzantine levels or in erosion layers. During our 1983 survey, no prehistoric ceramics were
157
Chapter 5
found at Ibn esh-Shehab but Mallowan (1946:138) reported a few "pre-Al-Ubaid ware sherds"
(apparently equal to Halaf) and furthermore suggested that the Hthic industry of Ibn esh-Shehab
had parallels among the Ninivite 2 lithic implements (ibid.:156). This view seems to be confirmed
by the lithics recovered from (he site during our 1983 reconnaissance; Copeland (pers. comm.) has
found that the only indication of the early Neolithic is a possible arrowhead-tang fragment,
whereas the rest is similar to the Balikh HI and, particularly, to Balikh IV lithic implements found
on the surface of Tell Mefesh. In the Balikh valley, arrowheads have almost exclusively been found
in Balikh I and IIA contexts. However, coarse Balikh HA ceramics seem to be lacking at Ibn
esh-Shehab, suggesting that the earliest levels of occupation fit into the aceramic Neolithic or Balikh
I period. In view of the few 'pre-Al-Ubaid' sherds, the site seems to have been inhabited again, after
a considerable hiatus, somewhere in the Halaf or Balikh ID period. Both phases of prehistoric
occupation seem to have been buried below a thick overburden of historical layers. The area of
prehistoric settlement can only be estimated roughly and can hardly have exceeded an area of 1 ha.
BS282
BS 282 is a small, rounded mound, measuring ca. 100x85x10 m (NS-EW). The site is situated upon a
terrace remnant bordering the flood plain of the Nahr Tell Abyad and the height of occupation
levels is probably much less than the assumed 10 m. The site was occupied in historical times, but
the lower part seems to belong to the Balikh HB-C periods, as indicated by some coarse bowl and
jar sherds and a husking-tray fragment. Area of occupation: ca. 0.6 ha.
BS295
This is a small, oval mound, measuring 100x50x5 m (NS-EW). In a southeastern direction, the
mound gradually merges into a low terrace measuring about 140x50x1.8 m. This site definitely
belongs to the earliest stages of the Neolithic, covering the Balikh I and/or IIA period (as indicated
by the lithic implements and coarse ceramics). Area of occupation: ca. 0.4 ha. (mound only) to ca.
0.9-1 ha. (mound and terrace).
BS306
BS 306 is a rather large but flat site, consisting of two mounds (of more or less equal size) which
have merged. In total, the site measures about 190x130x2.2 m (EW-NS) but the actual area of
occupation was probably much smaller. The demarcation between site and surrounding fields is
poorly established, the site fanning out in a very gentle manner (this poorly-defined boundary is
well-illustrated by the fact that the whole site is ploughed for agricultural purposes, which,
moreover, may have also contributed to the site's present, large outline).
The ceramics suggest that the site dates from the Balikh 111C period. However, some of the
ceramics, like fragments of large cream bowls, a grey-burnished sherd or a genuine Samarra-like
sherd, illustrate that the occupation may already have started in the (late) Balikh IIIB period and
gradually have continued in the next, Balikh IIIC period. Balikh HID or Shenef-like pottery seems to
be absent One wide bowl with a flattened rim decorated by 'rim ticks' (shark teeth) may have been
of HID date although such vessels already appeared at Balikh HIC Damishliyya.
Each of the two mounds probably represents an area of occupation of about 50-60 m in
diameter, i.e. about 0.3 ha. Probably only one or two extended house complexes or farmsteads (cf.
Sabi Abyad, Khirbet esh-Shenef) are present. In total, the area of occupation may then be around
0.6-0.7 ha. In view of the rather large size and the considerable height (no later materials are
present, which indicates that the site as a whole belongs to the Halaf period), there can be little
doubt mat BS 306 was occupied on a permanent basis for a rather long period of time. The presence
of large storage vessels, a figurine fragment and basalt implements point in the direction of
permanent settlement as well.
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BS 310
This site consists of five small and low mounds, each of different size and shape. For the larger part,
BS 310 seems to date from the medieval period; the site is one of the characteristic 'house-mound'
settlements of this time. In addition, some late 2nd millennium pottery was found, whereas
prehistoric settlement is indicated by one sherd only. This fragment, showing a characteristic Balikh
IIIC-D bukrania design, was found on the largest of the five mounds, which measures about
100x80x2.4 m (NE-SW). Perhaps a small Halaf settlement or encampment is present here, which is
assumed to comprise an area of 05 ha. at the most However, it may also be the case that the single
prehistoric sherd reached the site accidentally.
BS 316 - Tell Mafraq Slouk
Mafraq Slouk has been heavily intersected by the construction of a new road from Raqqa to
Slouk/Tell Abyad. The site is located almost 3 km from the east bank of the Balikh, near the point
where the large wadi al-Hemar enters the flood plain. At present, Mafraq Slouk is small but very
elongated in shape (ca. 230x60 m), but this picture is largely derived from the presence of the
road-makers' debris piles in the north and the west Most likely, the site originally measured only
about 100x50x2.8 m. Perhaps the site consists of two or three smaller and merged mounds, located
in a linear north-south pattern.
Mafraq Slouk was first found during the 1978 R.C.P. survey and its surface materials have
been discussed in detail by Copeland (1979, 1982). The lithic industry is entirely of Pre-Pottery
Neolithic B type, including Byblos Points, possible Amuq-Point fragments and obsidian
Comer-Thinned Blades, and wholly resembles that found in excavation at Balikh I-IIA Assouad
and Damishliyya. Early pottery has also been found at Mafraq Slouk. Copeland (1979:254ff)
compared these ceramics to those found on the surface of nearby Tulul Breilat and in excavation at
Tell Assouad, and therefore suggested a Balikh 1IA date, but in view of the newly obtained
evidence (both from survey and excavation) it is now thought mat the Mafraq Slouk pottery is of
later date, i.e. Balikh IIB-C. Copeland has described the Mafraq Slouk pottery as "coarse, vegetable
and grit-tempered ware, often with black core, smoothed or red-burnished outside (the latter more
rare)" (ibid.). Red-burnished pottery, however, is wholly absent among the Balikh IIA pottery of
Assouad and Damishliyya but constitutes a characteristic feature of the ceramics of the basal,
Balikh IIB-C levels of Tell Sabi Abyad. Some of the vessel shapes illustrated by Copeland (ibid.. Fig.
5) also have dose parallels in the Balikh IIB-C pottery of Sabi Abyad but are lacking in Balikh DA
contexts, as are some painted sherds found during our 1983 survey. Moreover, the typical Balikh
IIA straight-walled vessels with loop-handles are absent at Mafraq Slouk. When taking into account
that the PPNB-like lithic implements, abundantly present at Mafraq Slouk, are no longer found in
Balikh IIB-C times (cf. Copeland 1989), it seems that a hiatus in occupation is present which divides
an earlier aceramic, Balikh I settlement from a later and ceramic Balikh IIB-C settlement.
On the southern part of Mafraq Slouk a few Halaf sherds have been found, which all date
from the Balikh 111C period. Balikh IIIA-B pottery is wholly absent, which suggests that another gap
in occupation is attested, following the Balikh IIB-C period. Apparently, Mafraq Slouk has
repeatedly been inhabited over a long period of time.
There can be little doubt that Mafraq Slouk in the Balikh I and Balikh IIB-C periods
comprised a small settlement, covering an area of about 0.5 ha. The Balikh IIIC or Halaf area of
occupation must have been much smaller, hardly comprising an area of 0.2 ha. In view of the
sparseness of Halaf pottery, it can be questioned whether Mafraq Slouk was truly a permanently
inhabited settlement at this time; more likely, the site represents an encampment, occupied for a
short period of time only.
BS319
This is a small and low, oval mound, measuring 50x40x1 m. On the surface a number of roof tiles of
Roman-Parthian or medieval date have been found as well as a few Halaf sherds of Balikh 1I1C-D
type. If a Halafian settlement existed here, it can hardly have comprised more than one house. It
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may also be the case that US 319 represents a Halaf camp site. The area of prehistoric occupation
probably covers about O .2 ha. at the most
BS330
This is a large site, consisting of three smaller mounds which have merged (the mounds are
separated by low saddles). In total, the site measures about 350x130x5.4 m, but the actual area of
occupation must have been considerably smaller. The site is seasonally ploughed which may partly
account for its present, rather large outline. The southern- and northernmost mounds (termed areas
I and III) measure about 100x100x43/5.4 m each, but the intermediate mound II comprises an area
of only about 50 m in diameter.
Parts of the site were inhabited during the 2nd millennium B.C. (the northernmost mound)
and in medieval times (in the southernmost area a small medieval 'house mound' is present). As for
the periods of our concern, it appears that BS 330 is an important Halaf settlement: on each of the
three mounds rather large quantities of Halaf ceramics have been found which date from the Balikh
IIIC-1IID periods. Some ceramics are of early Halaf or Balikh IIIB type (like, for example, a
cream-bowl fragment) but such ceramics also appeared in Balikh I1IC times (Damishliyya).
Area of occupation: ca. 03 ha. (area I), 0.2 ha. (area II) and ca. 03 ha. (area in), which gives a
total occupied area of about 1.3 ha.
BS341
BS 341 is a large but low mound, which measures about 160(?)xllOx3.5 m and which is situated on
the high terrace bordering the Balikh flood plain. The exact outline of this site was hard to establish
and most likely the actual area of settlement was much smaller.
The site definitely belongs to the aceramic Neolithic or Balikh I period. Some coarse pottery
fragments possibly indicate that Balikh IIA occupation existed as well. In addition, one painted
Halaf sherd was found, which dates from the Balikh IIIC or HID period.
Area of occupation: unclear but undoubtedly less than 1 ha.
4.3 Location of settlement
In general, Neolithic settlement in the Balikh valley consists of small sites located in a
linear north-south direction along the Balikh and its tributaries. In all cases, water is found
in the immediate vicinity of the sites, i.e. within a distance of a few hundreds of metres at
the most. In chapter 2 it has already been pointed out that only the Balikh and, in the
north, the Nahr Julab are perennial streams, whereas the numerous wadis intersecting the
Balikh plain cany water only in the wet season (late October till March); at other times of
the year these channels are virtually dry. The sites located in the plain south of the modern
village of Hammam et-Turkman are all situated in the immediate vicinity of wadi
confluences; vast quantities of drainage water from the hinterland must therefore have
passed-by, particularly in the wet season, which may have contributed to the development
of well-watered soils providing excellent farming opportunities. Nowadays, the Balikh is
dry for the larger part of the year in the southern part of the valley, but this is mainly due
to excessive pumping for irrigation purposes; there can be little doubt that in prehistoric
times the Balikh must have had a small but steady flow of water along its entire trajectory
from its source at 'Ain al-'Arous to its confluence with the Euphrates near Raqqa.
In view of the location of the sites, it seems evident that the easy availability of water
in the otherwise dry valley must have been a main determinant in the choice of an area for
settlement. Most sites can be found in the alluvial-aeolic plain itself but in the
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northernmost part of the valley sites are all situated on the edges of the terraces bordering
the flood plain. In the south-central valley only one site (BS114) is found on a terrace edge,
this site perhaps being a specialised hunters' look-out. The main reason for a shift towards
the higher-elevated terraces is that in the extreme north, where the Balikh has a narrow
flood plain with rather steep banks, the river cuts deeply into the Pleistocene plateau. Lack
of inhabitable space and the ever-present risk of flooding prohibited settlement here.
Moreover, in contrast with the more southern parts of the valley where arable land is
largely restricted to the flood plain proper, these gently undulating terraces in the north,
gradually passing into the plain of Harran, are suited for dry-farming purposes; the need
for settlement within the riverine farming limits is no longer felt. In this respect, it is
assumed that numerous Neolithic sites can be found in the plain of Harran.
Interestingly enough. Neolithic occupation in the southern Balikh valley seems to
have been largely restricted to the Balikh I period only. No ceramics comparable to those
from Assouad or Damishliyya (Balikh HA) were found in the south, which strongly
suggests that the region was deserted towards the end of the 7th millennium B.C. Only at
Khirbet al-Bassal (BS 81) some mid-6th millennium, i.e. Balikh ÜB-C, pottery was also
found besides some Balikh HIC ceramics. Khirbet al-Bassal seems to have witnessed a
repetitive, fluctuating pattern of inhabitation and desertion in the 6th and early 5th
millennium B.C. Apparently, at the end of the 7th millennium or the beginning of the 6th
millennium B.C. the lower and middle Balikh basin was wholly devoid of permanent
settlement and, for over a millennium to come, the south must have been a region of
marginal importance. It was not until the early 5th millennium that this area seems to have
been reoccupied on a small scale. Actually, a similar pattern (although less distinct) is
recognisable in the northern part of the valley. Here, too, numerous Balikh I settlements
were abandoned, and only few sites show evidence of continued occupation into the
Balikh HA period. This apparent contraction of settlement to a few sites becomes even
more dramatic in the ongoing 6th millennium, i.e. the Balikh UB-C and UIA periods. Not
only does the number of settlements decrease but the size of the various sites diminishes
constantly as well, perhaps due to an increasing harshness of environmental conditions. In
the northern part of the valley some evidence in this direction is found at Tell WazgöKBS
235), situated on the edge of a seasonally flooded lake or basin (Wazgöl means lake of the
geese' in Turkish) which is fed by various small wadis and surface water from the
surrounding plain. Coring for pollen (Bottema 1989) made it clear that the lake has
repeatedly dried up, but the mere location of Tell Wazgöl in an otherwise dry area,
strongly suggests that the presence of this lake was a major determinant for settlement.
Moreover, the lake must have been (as it is nowadays) a source of abundant wild life,
providing excellent hunting opportunities to the inhabitants of the nearby settlement. Tell
Wazgöl showed evidence of occupation in the earliest and the latest stages of the
Neolithic, but the intermediate phases Balikh IIA and UB-C seem to be lacking; apparently,
the site was left to its fate at a time when also the southern Balikh basin was given up and
settlement in the north contracted to a few sites only. It is tempting to relate this
abandonment of Tell Wazgöl to the drying-up of the lake for several centuries to come,
thereby depriving the site of one of its main foundations of existence.
It was not until the late 6th (Balikh IIIB) and, particularly, the early 5th millennium
B.C (Balikh IIIC-D) that an increase in number and size of settlements took place in the
northern half of the valley. Moreover, at this time the southern part was reinhabited on a
small scale (Fig. 5.6). Whether climatic conditions were improving around 5000 B.C. or
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whether Halaf technology enabled a more effective use of available water, allowing
small-scale irrigation agriculture, cannot be firmly established. It is recalled that the lower
Balikh region is nowadays an arid zone with an average annual precipitation of less than
200 mm. Agriculture is possible only with the help of irrigation. Van Zeist and Woldring
(1980) have suggested that environmental conditions in northern Syria deteriorated
around 6000 B.C., when the climate became increasingly dry and closely resembled
present-day circumstances. Perhaps an increasing aridity made permanent settlement on
an agricultural basis and without the help of irrigation impossible, and forced Neolithic
people to evacuate the lower Balikh region1 as well as to give up numerous sites in the
north. Khirbet al-Bassal illustrates that the southern region was not wholly left to its fate in
the 6th millennium but there can be little doubt that human presence was most sparse (see
below). Around 5000 B.C., precipitation seems to have increased in parts of southeastern
Turkey and northwestern Iran (Bottema 1989:9) and, in view of our settlement evidence,
this may perhaps hold for north-central Syria as well.
That environmental conditions in the early Neolithic (Balikh I) were different from
those of today can perhaps also be inferred from the fact that many Neolithic sites are not
so much located along the Balikh but rather some distance away from the main waterway.
Particularly the plain south of the modern village of Hammam et-Turkman seems to have
been densely occupied, this area forming a veritable Neolithic 'enclave' (cf. Copeland
1979:271-72). The earliest sites (the Tulul Breilat mounds BS 161 to BS 165, Sabi Abyad
mounds BS 190 to 192, and Mafraq Slouk BS 316) are all situated along wadis at a distance
of about 3 km east of the Balikh. A main reason for this specific location may be that the
east bank of the Balikh, due to its relatively low altitude and the presence of numerous
water-channels, was originally a swampy area, particularly in the case of a relatively wet
climate (even nowadays parts of this region are barely accessible after the winter rains),
and that extensive marshes prohibited any settlement. A similar picture can perhaps be
assumed for parts of the southern Balikh valley in the early 5th millennium. At this time, a
small later Halaf (Balikh IDC) settlement was founded at Merj Abu Sharib (BS 35), near the
modern village of the same name. Like the Tulul Breilat and Khirbet Sabi Abyad mounds,
this site is not found along the Balikh either but about 2 km east of it, in an area intersected
by numerous shallow wadis. If indeed the presence of water in sufficient quantities was a
major determinant in the choice of site location, one may well wonder why Merj Abu
Sharib was not situated along the sole reliable and permanent water channel in the
southern valley, i.e. the Balikh itself. Again it is suggested that, as in the plain of Hammam
et-Turkman, marshy conditions prohibited settlement along the river. Mallowan
(1946:112) noted that in the 1930s the Balikh valley in its lower reaches was a marsh
several kilometres in width; that this must have been so for a long period of time can be
inferred from the name of the medieval city of Raqqa at the southern end of the valley,
meaning 'morass' in Arabic.
Fragments of stone vessels and numerous flint and obsidian implements, including arrowheads of Byblos
Point-type and sickle blades showing a gloss, closely compare with the artefacts from Assouad and
Damishliyya and suggest that the sites in the lower Balikh were based on a similar subsistence economy
as those in the north.
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Recently, Bottema has expressed his doubts concerning the marshy conditions and a wetter
climate at the end of the 7th millennium. When coring for pollen in the shallow lake WazgoI
he hit upon a hard impenetrable layer at a depth of 310 cm, whereas sediment pollen was
found to a depth of 50 on only (Bottema 1989). Moreover, it was found that the pollen
progressively corroded from the top down, and that the gradual disappearance of
palynological evidence is time-defined due to the repeated drying up of Wazgöl. Bottema
(19895) concludes that 'The fact that no pollen was preserved in the lower part of the
sediment seems to prove that conditions were not wetter at the time than they are today. If
significantly more humid conditions had occurred around 8000 BP, one would expect
relatively soft clay containing pollen to be present at deeper levels". Bottema suggests that a
reason for keeping some distance from the stream channels may have been the threat of
flooding caused by torrential showers (cf. Bar-Yosef 1986 for a similar suggestion regarding
the Jericho walls). Indeed, it should be kept in mind that the present Balikh landscape may be
(and, most likely, is) considerably different from that of prehistoric times; as one will recall,
the excavations at Sabi Abyad, Khirbet esh-Shenef and Tell Hammam et-Turkman have made
it dear that the earliest phases of occupation at these sites is found at an elevation of up to two
metres below the present field level. If one furthermore takes into account that even
nowadays, when the rains start and pumping for irrigation purposes stops, the Balikh floods
its east bank over a considerable area, one can imagine that the effects of flooding in
prehistoric times must have been felt most seriously.
4.4 Pairing of settlement
A characteristic feature of the earliest stages of the Neolithic (Balikh I) in particular is the
clustering of small sites into larger agglomerations. The clearest examples are found in the
plain immediately south of the modern village of Hammam et-Turkman. Here nine
aceramic Neolithic sites have been found (the Tulul Breilat mounds BS 161 to BS 165, Sabi
Abyad mounds BS 190 to 192, and Mafraq Slouk BS 316). Apart from Mafraq Slouk, these
sites appear in two small clusters, with the Tulul Breilat mounds on the one hand and the
Sabi Abyad mounds (known among local villagers as Khirbet Sabi Abyad) on the other.
The former consists of three Balikh I mounds, each located in a linear north-south pattern
at a distance of a few dozen metres from each other. Most likely, the Nahr et-Turkman, a
branch of the Balikh, originally took its course along the Sabi Abyad cluster, which
accounts for the linear position of the various sites. In contrast, the six Tulul Breilat
mounds more or less form a circle with a diameter of about 500 m. Again, each of the sites
is separated from its nearest neighbour by only several dozen metres. Judging from the
height of the various Tulul Breilat mounds (up to 8.4 m), it seems that occupation must
have lasted here for a long time. The same holds for the Sabi Abyad complex: apart from
Balikh I inhabitation, some of the mounds (BS 189, BS 192) show evidence of later
Neolithic occupation as well, strongly suggesting that Khirbet Sabi Abyad was
continuously occupied for over two millennia (7th to 5th millennium). Actually, a similar
conclusion can be reached when looking at the large site of Mounbatah, dominating the
middle Balikh region. This site, covering an area of perhaps 30 ha. in total, consists of at
least five mounds, each clearly recognisable, although, like Sabi Abyad, they have partly
merged into each other. Definitely, the various mounds were not all occupied
simultaneously; occupation apparently shifted in the course of time. The complex as a
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whole seems to have been inhabited continuously from the early 7th to the middle of the
5th millennium B.C.
Indeed, other Neolithic sites in the valley tend to pair as well, but none of these is as
distinct as the Sabi Abyad, Tulul Breilat and Mounbatah agglomerations. Thus, west of
Sabi Abyad, Tell Damishliyya CBS 177) is paired with another small mound (Tell
Damishliyya H or BS178) found only about 500 metres to the north and probably occupied
simultaneously. Further north. Tell Assouad (BS 245), too, consists of two more or less
contemporarily inhabited mounds divided from each other by a low saddle. Finally, near
Tell Abyad on the Syro-Turkish border two Neolithic sites (BS 282 and BS 295) are found
opposite each other on the banks of the Nahr Julab. The site on the west bank (BS 295)
consists of a small mound, enlarged in a southern direction by a low terrace. The site
seems to have been occupied in both the Balikh I and IIA periods (the latter seems to be
confined to the terrace; no Balikh HA pottery was found on the mound). The other site (BS
282), on the east bank, yielded coarse Balikh 1IB-C ceramics and seems to be of somewhat
later date.
Evidently, the merging of small sites into larger agglomerations is not restricted to
prehistoric sites only but may hold for the majority of tells of all periods. Tells do not
simply represent layer cakes of successive settlement phases, but are the residue of
dynamic and ever-changing processes of human behaviour. Everybody working in the
field will have noticed that the stratigraphie sequence in a given area of excavation is not
necessarily repeated even in the neighbouring areas of work Most of the small Neolithic
sites in the Balikh valley consist of one mound only, but some are built up of two or more
associated'areas or mounds. A good example is Sabi Abyad, where it was found that the
main tell (BS 189) consisted of at least four smaller, more or less isolated mounds which
have merged through time. However, the excavations have made it clear that at least until
the 13th century B.C. the depressions between the various mounds must still have been
present. On the slopes of the various mounds and in the depressions in between, Late
Bronze Age buildings were constructed. Afterwards the depressions were largely filled
with Late Bronze Age erosion material, thus giving the site its present, rather flat and
coherent appearance (cf. Akkermans and Rossmeisl 1990).
It seems clear that whereas the various mounds of some agglomerations were
occupied simultaneously, at others a shift in occupation is perceptible from one site to
another one close by. Most of these agglomerations remained in existence for a long
period, in some cases up to several millennia. The reasons for the grouping of Neolithic
sites in the Balikh valley are not fully understood. Partially, this clustering is undoubtedly
related to environmental circumstances in the valley, e.g. the presence of water or other
basic resources. In addition in some cases socio-economic variables may have played a
role. Most likely, kin-related groups occupied a specific area, which was passed on from
generation to generation and clearly distinguished from that of other families. Any growth
of kin relationships would then have required new areas of habitation and may ultimately
have led to another mound in the immediate vicinity of the ancestral one. Most Neolithic
sites in the Balikh valley, those found solitary as well as those in clusters, are of small size,
generally covering an area between 0.4 and 1 ha. Our excavations at Tell Damishliyya and
Tell Sabi Abyad have given evidence that such small mounds contained only few and
scattered permanent structures per building phase, separated by open areas. Perhaps each
mound was covered by only one or two extended house complexes. With the sole
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exception of Mounbatah (BS 148), large and well-planned settlements like Bouqras or Abu
Hureyra seem to be absent in the Balikh region.
Interestingly enough, the pairing of sites is much less obvious in the Halaf period. In
the beginning of the 5th millennium, the main picture is one of a large number of small,
individual mounds scattered over the valley floor at regular distances. Many of these sites
were new foundations and appear to have been inhabited during a rather short period
only, occupation apparently rapidly shifting from one site to another. In this respect, it
seems that any traditionally bound territorial claims or 'landownership' such as can be
inferred from the earlier long-term clustering had largely lost their meaning. Of course,
large sites with a long history still existed, and there can be little doubt that these sites held
a certain territory, but it is felt that man-land relationships now became increasingly loose
in nature. It can be argued that the Halafian fanner for one reason or another rapidly
exhausted his environment and was then forced to move on. But then immediately the
question arises: why did this not happen at the larger, permanently occupied settlements
in the immediate vicinity of the abandoned sites? As an alternative, it is suggested that the
Halafians were not as much farmers as pastoralists, who depended on much larger
territories and were of necessity much more mobile in view of the limits of the arid Balikh
environment for animal pasturage (see chapter 6). In this view, numerous sites were
repeatedly visited for a short time on a seasonal basis (nowadays nomads or semi-nomads
also choose tells for temporary settlement, as these mounds are obvious landmarks in the
flat plain). This accounts perfectly well for the fluctuating, short-term nature of Halaf
occupation observed during excavation at Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef in the
Balikh valley and at various other sites in other regions (e.g. Urrun Qseir along the
Khabur).
4.5 Settlement size and population estimates: introduction
In an earlier section the various problems in establishing site size have already been
discussed. These restraints are most obviously felt when trying to come to an estimate of
Neolithic population size in the Balikh valley on the basis of an assumed relationship
between settlement size and population density.
On a very general level, one has tried to deduce population density from a region's
carrying capacity under certain environmental conditions (e.g. Braid wood and Reed 1957;
Cook 1972) but the outcome allows an estimate of maximum population size only (cf.
Sumner 1972:173). However, despite some evidence for population growth in prehistoric
times, it can hardly be argued that human populations in the region of our concern ever
reached a hypothetical maximum. Around 1945 the Balikh valley housed a population
ranging somewhere between 5500 and 11,000 persons (Lewis 1988, Plate 207), and even
nowadays, with the Balikh basin having a multiple of its 1945 population, the boundaries
of the Balikh carrying capacity are far from approximated.
A more fruitful approach is to estimate the population per site, based on the
assumption that population is, on average, proportional to settlement area (Adams
1965:123; Sumner 1972:173ff; Hassan 1981:66ff; Schacht 1981; Kramer 1982:155ff; De Roche
1983; Sumner 1989). Primary information about size and number of settlements, houses or
rooms is related to size and nature of households, most often based on analogy with
modern traditional communities in the Near East. Most commonly, an average figure of
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200 persons per settlement hectare is accepted for converting ancient settlement area to
estimated population in the Near East (see, for example, Adams 1965:123; Sumner
1972:174ff). However, any 'universal', direct relationship between settlement area and
population size is doomed to failure since numerous variables of economic, social or
political nature can affect population distribution per site (cf. Kramer 1982:168; Sumner
1989:631). For example, walled settlements may have necessitated a much more effective
use of space and may have led to a much denser concentration of people within the limits
of their enclosure when compared with unfortified, rural communities which may have
had a much more open and spacious pattern of occupation, housing fewer people. Studies
based upon settlement area and population density in, for example, modern rural Iran
have shown that the number of people per settlement hectare may widely vary, due to
factors like settlement age, settlement morphology, economic incentives and productive
diversity (Sumner 1989). For example, Gremliza (1962, cited in Sumner 1972) has noted
that for 55 rural villages in Iran densities ranged between 96 and 395 people per settlement
hectare, whereas Sumner (1972:175) found that in the Kur river basin densities ranged
from less than 10 individuals per hectare to more than 390 per hectare. Some other major
problems in inferring population density from site size (without additional excavation
evidence) are that parts of the site may not have been occupied and that one has to reckon
with considerable accumulation of erosion materials over large areas along the foot of
mounds (see above). It will then be clear that any population estimates can only be of a
most general nature.
Whereas the above-mentioned figure of 200 persons per hectare may have some
validity for urban sites, this number is definitely much too high for the Neolithic
communities of the Balikh valley. The excavations at Sabi Abyad, Khirbet esh-Shenef and
Damishliyya have made it clear that the various prehistoric tells contained only few and
scattered permanent habitation structures per building phase, separated by wide open
areas or courts. Particularly in the later stages of the Neolithic {Balikh UI), settlement
seems to have been of an open and dispersed nature. The best evidence in this respect
comes from Sabi Abyad. At its base (at modern field level) this site covers an area of about
4 ha., but this overall size cannot be taken as representative for Balikh 11IB or early Halaf
occupation. As pointed out before, Sabi Abyad is built up of four or five smaller mounds.
Although the slopes of the lower, pre-Halaf Neolithic mounds were partly inhabited in
Halaf times, occupation concentrated on the top of the various mounds, i.e. within an
estimated area of about 2 ha. Each of these smaller mounds seems to have contained only
one major, rectangular building, surrounded by a number of smaller rectangular or
rounded structures. There can be little doubt that settlement at Sabi Abyad was of a very
open nature, with buildings widely separated from each other. The site may therefore well
have been occupied by four or five households only, together perhaps comprising a
population ranging between 30 to 50 persons, i.e. 6-10 persons per household. If one
accepts an average figure of 200 persons per hectare, Sabi Abyad should have had a
population of up to 400-450 persons... Even if one assumes double or triple the number of
houses at Sabi Abyad, which is not supported by the present evidence, this figure remains
far from realistic.
The excavation at Shenef, a small site comprising a settlement area of about 0.25 ha.,
yielded solely small tholoi and oven-like structures, which all must have been subsidiary
to living-units. Most likely, the northern half of this site is largely covered by these
subsidiary structures and true living-units have to be sought for in the central-southern
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part of the site. If these habitation structures at Shenef are, at least in size, comparable to
the buildings of Sabi Abyad, then only one house or household should be expected within
the limited area of settlement. In this case, the population at Shenef may have comprised
perhaps 6-10 persons.
At later 7th millennium Damishliyya, comprising an area of about 0.4 ha., house
remains surrounded by open areas were excavated near the southwestern edge and on the
top of the mound. When extrapolating the excavation evidence to the site as a whole,
perhaps three or four houses per phase can be postulated. Damishliyya then may have
housed 18 to 30 persons (in the case of three households, each consisting of 6-10 people) or
at most 24-40 persons (four households).
When simply converting the above estimates to population density per settlement
hectare, it appears that population varied from at least 15-25 persons/hectare at Sabi
Abyad, via 24-40 persons/hectare at Shenef, to 45-75 persons/hectare at Damishliyya.
Since each of these sites covers a different period of cultural development, these data may
indicate differences in use of space and settlement layout through time. When compared
with later periods, space seems to have been most intensively used in the earliest part of
the Neolithic (Balikh I-IIA Damishliyya), when settlements were apparently the most
compact. Several centuries later, during the Balikh niB period (Sabi Abyad), settlement
seems to have been of a much more open and dispersed nature, whereas in Balikh HID
times (Shenef) a trend towards a more intensive use of settlement space and clustering of
occupation is once more perceptible. However, it is stressed that we only have these three
sites to deduce population density from and that, apart from Sabi Abyad, these estimates
are based upon restricted exposures only. As pointed out above, population density may
vary considerably per site and in this respect estimates of population density for the
prehistoric Balikh valley should perhaps be based upon an average of the three
investigated sites, i.e. ranging between at least 28 to 46.7 persons/hectare, yielding an
average of 37.3 persons/hectare. When related to real settlement size, these figures would
imply that population at Damishliyya (0.4 ha.) may have ranged between 11.2-18.9 persons
(average: 14.9), at Sabi Abyad (2 ha.) between 56-93.4 persons (average: 74.6) and at Shenef
(0.25 ha.) between 7-11.7 persons (average: 9.3). These figures will be used in the following
discussion. It should, however, be kept in mind that, apart from Shenef, these figures are
not supported by the available excavation evidence, and, in view of the considerable
chronological differences between the three sites, one may wonder whether combination
does not seriously distort the present picture. There is no reason to assume that settlement
layout through time remained more or less the same. The few Halaf sites outside the
Balikh valley which have been excavated over a larger area, like Arpachiyah, Yarim Tepe
H, Shams ed-Din and Çavi Tarlasi, all show evidence of a much more open kind of
habitation than the earlier, 7th millennium (and Damishliyya-like) sites of, for example,
Bouqras, Abu Hureyra, Ramad and 'Ain Ghazal. Bouqras seems to have had
approximately 180 houses distributed over an area of 2.75 ha., and is said to have
supported about 700 to 1000 individuals (P.A. Akkermans et al. 1981:501). When
comparing these figures with those of later Neolithic Sabi Abyad, which is more or less
comparable in size to Bouqras, it appears that important changes in settlement
organisation must have taken place in the course of time.
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4.6 Settlement development, settlement size and population density:
the Balikh evidence
In the following, settlement size and associated population estimates will be discussed in
chronological order.
4.6.1 The Balikh I period
When comparing Figs. 5.1 to 5.7, it seems at first sight that the aceramic Neolithic or Balikh
I period was one of the most prosperous phases of settlement, since 24 sites have been
ascribed to this period. In the next phases IIA to UIB, the number and size of sites seems to
decline, to increase again towards the end of the Neolithic (Balikh IIIC-D). It should,
however, be kept in mind that the time depth of the Balikh I sites is much harder to
measure than those of the later periods; whereas ceramic evidence suggests that the later
Neolithic periods each comprise two or three centuries, in the case of the Balikh I period
(defined by lithics only) one has to reckon with a duration of perhaps a millennium or
more.
In contrast with most of the later Neolithic periods, sites of the Balikh I period are
found throughout the Balikh valley. However, a quick glance at Figs. 5.1 and 5.10 makes it
clear that, both in number and in size, Balikh I occupation was concentrated in the
northern, rain-fed half of the valley. Only six sites are found in the central and southern
parts and, with one exception (BS 114), all sites are located in the lowlands in the
immediate vicinity of the Balikh or associated wadis. As pointed out above, BS 114 is
located on the edge of the hilly, Pleistocene plateau, about 10 m above the flood plain. In
view of its strategic location it may well have served as a lookout for hunting. Apart from
BS 114 and, perhaps, BS 36, the spatial characteristics and the quantity, quality and variety
of artefacts found on the other sites suggest a long-lasting occupation. At present, we have
few doubts that at least the southern sites BS 34, BS 56, BS 81 and BS 95 are of
contemporary date.
The southern Balikh I sites are all small in size. BS 81 (Khirbet al-Bassal) seems to
have been the largest one, comprising an area of about 1 ha., whereas the others cover an
area varying between 0.5 and 0.8 ha. In total, occupation in the south-central valley seems
to have comprised an area of hardly 4.5 ha. If all sites were in use at a certain time, then
only about 125*210 people can be expected to have inhabited this part of the Balikh valley
in a settled mode (cf. the earlier discussion on population density per site). A low figure is
favoured here in view of the fact that at least BS 114 is probably not a true settlement but a
specialised activity area.
Most Balikh I sites were found in the northern part of the valley. Mounbatah (BS
148) is by far the largest Balikh I settlement in the valley, comprising an area of about 7 ha.
at least. Moreover, Mounbatah seems to have been the only site which was continuously
occupied throughout the Neolithic, all other sites being confined to specific parts of the
Balikh I to UI periods. Through time, Mounbatah remained one of the largest settlements
and there can be little doubt that this site is one of the central foci of prehistoric occupation
in the valley. Mounbatah may have housed at least 200-325 persons.
Further north, most Balikh I sites are of small size, only few being larger than 1 ha.
The Neolithic enclave in the plain south of Hammam et-Turkman comprises nine mounds,
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varying in size between 0.2 and 1.9 ha. As pointed out above, apart from the single site of
Mafraq Slouk (BS 316), two clusters of sites can be recognised, viz. the Tulul Breilat
agglomeration (BS 161 to 165) and the Khirbet Sabi Abyad complex (BS 190 to 192).
Although built up of separate mounds, each of these agglomerations is considered to
represent a single, independent socio-economic unit (evidently, whether these site clusters
truly functioned as some kind of unit remains to be demonstrated; at present, it constitutes
a working hypothesis rather than a conclusion of analysis). In this sense, Tulul Breilat
becomes the second-largest prehistoric 'site' in the Balikh valley, comprising an area of
about 4.4 ha. Tulul Breilat can then be expected to have had a population between about
125 to 205 people. Khirbet Sabi Abyad is much smaller, comprising an area of about 1.7 ha.
in total, and housing perhaps about 50 to 80 persons. When finally the small site of Mafraq
Slouk is taken into account (0.5 ha., ca. 14-23 persons), Neolithic population density in the
plain of Hammam et-Turkman may have varied from about 190 to 310 people.
The only other large site in the northern part of the Balikh basin seems to be Tell
Assouad (BS 245), consisting of two mounds separated from each other through a low
saddle and in total comprising an area of about 2.2 ha. The site may have been inhabited
by about 60 to 100 persons. The plain on the west bank of the Balikh seems to have been
sparsely occupied. Settlement concentrated on two spots, viz. at the two Damishliyya
mounds (BS 177-178) and at Tell Wazgöl (BS 235). The former comprise an area of 1.1 ha.
at the most, housing perhaps 30 to 50 persons, whereas Tell Wazgöl covers 1.2 ha., housing
about 33 to 55 persons. Finally, the sites on the Pleistocene terraces (BS 276, 295,341) near
the Syro-Turkish border were all much smaller; in this region perhaps about 75 to 125
people were settled.
In two cases, i.e. BS 114 and BS 212, the area of occupation could not be established.
There can, however, be little doubt that both sites covered less than 1 ha. In total, it then
seems that Balikh I settlement in the valley covered an area of about 26 ha., and comprised
approximately 675 to, at most, 1200 persons.
4.6.2 The Balikh IIA period
Around 5700 B.C. important changes seem to have taken place in settlement organisation
in the Balikh valley. Whereas the southern Balikh had already been evacuated at an earlier
stage (before the introduction of pottery in the region), at this time many of the small
settlements in the northern Balikh were deserted. A once flourishing early Neolithic
society seems to have come to an end and occupation now contracted to a few sites only
(Fig. 5.2).
Judging from our excavations at Damishliyya, hardly any changes occurred in
material culture. The earlier PPNB-like lithic industry remained in use and the
stratigraphie sequence gives no indication of any break in occupation either. Almost all of
the Balikh IIA settlements had already been occupied in Balikh I times (no new sites were
founded, apart perhaps from BS 189) and therefore a gradual transition between the
aceramic and ceramic Neolithic periods thus seems to have taken place. However, a major
innovation was the introduction of pottery. At Damishliyya pottery was found in small
quantities only; moreover, the vast majority (almost 70% of the total sample) comes from
the topmost stratum 7, the lower strata 3-6 yielding very few fragments (Akkermans
1988a, Table 3). Pottery seems to constitute an additional feature to Balikh IIA material
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culture, this in contrast with the later 6th millennium when pottery has definitely replaced
stone vessels in daily use (only very few stone vessels were found in the Halaf levels of
Sabi Abyad, Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef).
Balikh HA settlement is restricted to nine mounds only , all of them located in the
upper Balikh valley. Not only the number of settlements decreased but in size, too, these
Balikh D'A sites were much smaller than their earlier, Balikh I counterparts. Mounbatah,
covering about 7 ha. in the Balikh I period, was now halved in size, since occupation had
contracted to the southern part of the site only. Mounbatah may now have housed about
90 to 165 people.
The Neolithic clusters in the plain of Hammam et-Turkman underwent a similar
fate: at Tulul Breilat, occupation was restricted to two mounds only (BS 161-162), together
comprising about 2.8 ha. at the most (housing about 72-130 persons), whereas at Khirbet
Sabi Abyad occupation seems to have shifted to Tell Sabi Abyad I (BS 189). During
excavation, no Balikh HA strata have yet been unearthed but their presence is indicated by
characteristic Balikh HA pottery with loop handles found on the surface or out of its
proper context in Balikh IIC to Balikh IIIB strata. Most likely, Sabi Abyad is the sole site
newly founded in the Balikh HA period. The site is located at a distance of only a few
dozen metres south of the three small and low aceramic Neolithic mounds; what reason
underlied this shift towards a new area of settlement is unknown. The extent of Balikh HA
occupation at Sabi Abyad can hardly be established at present but, judging from our
excavation results, it must have been rather restricted. The deep sounding PI 5 on the
northeastern mound of Sabi Abyad yielded no Balikh IIA strata, despite its depth of 2 m
below the present field level. Actually, virgin soil has not yet been reached but we do not
expect to find Balikh IIA strata on this part of Sabi Abyad (the deepest levels reached date
from around 5300 B.C.; it can hardly be expected that the part remaining to be excavated
will be deep enough to bridge the present gap of several centuries). More likely, one has to
search for Balikh HA strata on the northern half of the site, where Balikh IIC levels were
reached almost immediately below the surface and where an accumulation of at least 4 m
of occupation remains awaits excavation. In this sense, Balikh IIA occupation may perhaps
have comprised an area of about 2-3 ha. Maximally, Sabi Abyad may then have been
inhabited by about 80-140 persons.
In total, Balikh IIA settlement seems to have comprised about 14 ha. of occupation,
occupied by roughly 365 to 650 people. When compared with the earlier Balikh I period, a
decrease in settled population is thus indicated in Balikh IIA times.
4.6.3 The Balikh IIB-C period
The trend towards a diminishing size of area of permanent settlement and a decreasing
density of population in the 6th millennium is emphasised in the Balikh IIB-C period,
roughly dated between 5700 and 5200 B.C. Only five sites are ascribed to this period (Fig.
In an earlier, preliminary report it was erroneously noted that at least 17 sites yielded Balikh HA ceramics.
A more detailed analysis showed that many of the ceramics earlier attributed to the Balikh IIA period
actually date in the 6th millennium B.C. or later (Balikh UB-C to Balikh III).
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5.3). The largest sites are Mounbatah (ca. 3 ha.) and Sabi Abyad (ca. 4 ha.) whereas the
others all comprise an area of less than 1 ha. In total, Balikh EB-C settlement covers about
8.8 ha. and has a population of, perhaps, 230-410 persons.
Some interesting developments took place in Balikh EB-C settlement organisation.
First of all, the southern Balikh seems to have been reinhabited, be it on a most restricted
scale. At Khirbet al-Bassal (BS 81), a small settlement seems to have been founded,
covering an area of about 0.7 ha. and housing perhaps 18-32 persons. The fact that Bassal
was newly founded in the Balikh UB-C period as well as the absence of Balikh IIA and
other Balikh UB-C sites nearby suggests that Bassal was inhabited by newcomers to the
region. If so, the nearest and most likely suggestion for their region of origin is Mounbatah
(BS 148), situated at a distance of about 20 km north of Bassal. One can wonder what
reason underlay Balikh IIB-C settlement at Bassal and, moreover, whether it was truly the
sole Balikh ITB-C site in the southern Balikh. If one assumes that the Bassal inhabitants
were farmers, why then did they enter a region hardly suited for agriculture? If they came
from Mounbatah, population pressure and associated want of land can be safely excluded:
Mounbatah at this time comprised an area of about 3 ha., perhaps inhabited by 80-140
persons, and would have needed only a restricted area around the site for agricultural
purposes (for a detailed discussion on Neolithic farming requirements, see chapter 6).
Vast, unoccupied lands much better suited for dry-farming than the plain around Bassal
were available in the immediate surroundings of Mounbatah; considerations merely based
on agriculture can therefore hardly have triggered the decision to move southwards. In
this respect, it is perhaps more likely that Bassal was not so much inhabited by fanners as
by specialised hunters or pastoralists. If climatic conditions in the 6th millennium B.C. in
fact resembled those of today, one can expect the southern Balikh valley to have been a
wide and slightly undulating steppe which during the wet season must have been
well-suited to sustain extensive herds of domestic animals. Moreover, the various
waterways must have attracted plenty of game from the surrounding steppe, and so
provided excellent hunting opportunities. In this sense, one can infer a picture in which
Bassal represents a central pastoralist-hunting site, perhaps surrounded by a number of
much smaller, short-term camp sites. Because our survey has been restricted to tells only,
these short-term sites may have been missed or they have perhaps been buried
underneath the alluvium in the course of time. On the other hand, it should be kept in
mind that 6th millennium occupation at Bassal was of an intermittent nature; apparently,
success was not granted for long and soon the site seems to have been abandoned, to be
reoccupied again in the Balikh IIIC period.
Another remarkable feature is that the plain on the west bank of the Balikh seems to
have been entirely deserted, and settlement on the plateau near the Syro-Turkish border
seems to have been of a most restricted nature. In the plain south of Hammam
et-Turkman, occupation is restricted to two sites only, viz. Sabi Abyad and Tell Mafraq
Slouk (BS 316). The latter site was already occupied in Balikh I times and, after an
apparent hiatus in the Balikh IIA period, seems to have been reoccupied in the later 6th
millennium. Earlier, Copeland (1979:254ff) suggested that the Mafraq Slouk pottery
resembled that of Assouad and Breilat, i.e. that it was of Balikh IIA date, but at present
there can be little doubt that this pottery is of later date, i.e. Balikh IIB-C (cf. the discussion
on Mafraq Slouk in 4.2.). However, as at Khirbet al-Bassal, Balikh IIB-C settlement at
Mafraq Slouk seems to have been of an intermittent nature. No later Neolithic, Balikh
fflA-B pottery was found and only in the early 5th millennium (Balikh fflC-D) the site
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seems to have been inhabited on a small scale. Only at Sabi Abyad, settlement size and
population density seems to have increased in the Balikh I1B-C period: this site now
comprised perhaps 4 ha. and was inhabited by 105-185 persons. Judging from the
excavation evidence, the growth of Sabi Abyad in Balikh UB-C times seems to have been of
an intermittent nature, for in the Balikh UIA period the site witnessed a serious decline in
size and population density.
4.6.4 The Balikh IHA period
The excavations at Sabi Abyad have suggested that the transition between the Balikh IIC
and IIIA periods was of a most gradual nature. No break in occupation was indicated, the
sole difference being the introduction of finely painted pottery in small but ever-increasing
quantities in the Balikh IÜA strata. Interestingly enough, only one other site, viz.
Mounbatah, seems to have witnessed a similar development; all other Balikh TUA sites
were newly founded. Moreover, both sites (Sabi Abyad and Mounbatah) are the largest
Balikh DIA settlements, each comprising an area of 2 ha. In view of the Sabi Abyad
evidence, settlement must have been of a scattered and open nature and, consequently,
occupation density must have been restricted. On the basis of our earlier population
estimates per settlement hectare, each site may have had a population of about 56 to 93
persons but the excavation evidence suggests that Sabi Abyad housed only
approximated^ 30-50 persons; a similar figure should perhaps be assumed for
Mounbatah.
At a distance of 5 km south of Sabi Abyad, in the immediate vicinity of the Tulul
Breilat mounds, a new site appeared, i.e. Khirbet al-Haramie (BS 168). The site covers only
about 0.7 ha., and comprised only 18 to 32 persons, i.e. two or three households. In view of
its size and location, Khirbet al-Haramie is expected to have been closely oriented towards
nearby Sabi Abyad.
Tell Wazgöl on the west bank was reoccupied on a small scale in Balikh IIIA times,
the site now covering perhaps about 0.6 ha. only (thus closely resembling Khirbet
al-Haramie). Earlier it was suggested that the reoccupation of Tell Wazgöl in the Balikh
IIIA period was perhaps related to improving environmental conditions; if so, this process
must have started somewhere around 5200 B.C.
Further north, a Balikh ÜIA settlement was founded at Tell Shrey'an (BS 264),
located along the Nahr Julab (not far from the present confluence of the Balikh and the
Julab). Shrey'an is a large mound with a heavy overburden of historic strata of occupation.
Prehistoric materials were found only along the eroded western slope, and little can be
said about the extent of Neolithic occupation at the site. In view of the size of the other
Balikh IIIA sites, we do not expect the newly founded Balikh UIA settlement at Shrey'an to
exceed 2 ha.
In total, Balikh UIA occupation may have covered about 7 ha., to be associated with
a population of about 200-325 persons only.
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4.6.5 The Balikh TUB period
The Balikh IIIB or Early Halaf period represents a stage of settlement and population
increase. Eleven sites are found, again all in the northern half of the valley only (Fig. 5.5).
Occupation is concentrated in three areas, viz. the plain south of Hammam et-Turkman
(four sites), the plain around Tell Wazgöl on the west bank (four sites) and the area around
Mounbatah (two sites). In the northernmost part of the valley, only the site of Shrey'an (BS
264) has been ascribed to the Bal ikh DIB period.
In the south-central valley, occupation continued at Mounbatah, this site covering
more or less the same area as in the preceding period. However, at a few hundred metres
south of Mounbatah another rather large Balikh IIIB settlement was founded: Tell
as-Sawwan (BS 147). Judging from the distribution of artefacts on its surface, this site must
have been as large as Mounbatah. For several centuries to come, both sites remained in use
until around the middle of the 5th millennium when occupation at Mounbatah came to an
end. Sawwan, however, became a major Ubaid-related (Balikh IV) site at this time. In view
of their location at a short distance from each other, both sites must have been closely
related; Sawwan may actually have been an offshoot of Mounbatah. Particularly during
the later stages of the Balikh in period both sites reached an impressive size: whereas
around 5000 B.C. (Balikh HIE) both sites together may have housed 112-185 people, two or
three centuries later a population of at least 390-655 persons can be postulated.
Like Mounbatah, the sites of Sabi Abyad and Khirbet al-Haramie showed evidence
of a continuous occupation from the Balikh IDA into the next Balikh IIIB period. For the
first time, now, a settlement is found in this area along the river Balikh proper: Tell
Hammam et-Turkman (BS 175). Earlier it was suggested that the east bank of the Balikh
may have been a marshy area, but apparently around 5000 B.C. it was suitable for
settlement (be it on a restricted scale: no other sites were found here). Balikh IIIB
occupation at Tell Hammam et-Turkman continued into the next fflC and later periods,
when this site became a major settlement (with an interruption from 1200 to 200 B.C. Tell
Hammam et-Turkman remained in use until the early Middle Ages). Unfortunately, Halaf
or Balikh ID levels have not yet been reached during excavation at Tell Hammam
et-Turkman but, if the Neolithic settlement to some extent foreshadows later prehistoric
(late 5th and 4th millennium) and historic developments, Tell Hammam et-Turkman must
already have been a major settlement in (later) Halaf times. In the Balikh IDC period, two
small Halaf camp sites are found at the Damishliyya mounds (BS 177 and 178), located
only 1 km north of Tell Hammam et-Turkman. Perhaps these sites were dependent upon
Tell Hammam et-Turkman. Actually, in view of the location of Tell Hammam et-Turkman,
a passage across the Balikh may well have been present near the site, connecting the sites
on the east bank with those on the west bank in a fashion very similar to that today
(nowadays, there is a bridge about 500 m south of Tell Hammam et-Turkman). Along the
trajectory from Mounbatah to Sabi Abyad, all Balikh IIIB sites are found on the west bank,
whereas further north occupation shifts to the east bank (Fig. 5.5). Only in the extreme
north (ca. 16 km north of Sabi Abyad), we again find a site on the west bank (Tell
Shrey'an).
At a distance of 2 km southeast of Khirbet al-Haramie, a new site appeared as well,
i.e. BS 306. This site consists of two low mounds of more or less equal size and covers an
area of about 0.7 ha. In view of the limited height of the site (2.2 m) and the presence of
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both Balikh mB and Balikh HIC pottery, occupaHon at BS 306 may have started
somewhere late in the Balikh HIE period and continued into the next HIC period.
On the west bank, Tell Wazgöl shows evidence of a continuous occupation from the
Balikh IUA into the Balikh I LIB period, but around Wazgöl three new sites are founded,
viz. BS 219 (Tell Qardana), BS 223 and BS 242 (Tell ed-Dubaghiye). The latter is found
along the Balikh whereas BS 219 and BS 223 are each situated about 1 km away from the
river, along shallow wadis draining the plain. All of the sites on the west bank also show
evidence of Balikh HIC occupation, and in view of their restricted size and height it is felt
that, apart from Tell Wazgöl, Balikh ÜIB occupation at these mounds may have started
somewhere late in that period, i.e. around 5000 B.C. Interestingly enough, only Tell
Qardana seems to have reached a considerable size (about 1.5 ha.) whereas the other sites
(including Tell Wazgöl are all much smaller (0.25 to 0.6 ha.). These low figures clearly
show that, despite an increase in number and area of settlement, the actual population
density of the west bank must still have been very small, perhaps comprising about 80 to
140 persons. Nevertheless, when we take the Balikh valley as a whole and compare it with
the earlier Balikh UIA period, it becomes evident that, within a span of two or three
centuries, the area of settlement and the general population density in the region were
doubled.
4.6.6 The Balikh HIC period
In the early part of the 5th millennium B.C. important changes took place in settlement
organisation. First of all, the number of settlements increased considerably. All of the
Balikh IEIB settlements showed evidence of a continuation of occupation into the next,
Balikh ITC period but, in addition, at least 12 sites were newly founded in this period,
thus yielding a total of 23 sites (Fig. 5.6). The actual number may be larger since 10 sites
can only be placed in the later Balikh HI period in general (i.e. Balikh HIC and/or Balikh
HID; henceforth Balikh IÏÏC-D). These sites yielded painted Halaf pottery which may fit in
both periods, and larger ceramic samples with greater variety in shape and decoration are
required in order to come to a more precise dating.
A quick glance at Fig. 5.8 will make it clear that most Balikh mC sites (as in previous
periods) are extremely small. Only few sites are larger than 1 ha. At Sabi Abyad, the area
of settlement seems to have decreased at this time, occupation now contracting to the
western half of the mound and comprising about 1 ha. In contrast, Mounbatah
experienced excessive growth, this site now covering an area of perhaps 12 ha! When
furthermore taking into account that nearby Tell as-Sawwan covered at least 2 ha., it will
be clear that in the Halaf era Mounbatah and Sawwan together represented the major
socio-economic centre in the valley. At this time both sites together were inhabited by
perhaps 390-655 people.
In the plain of Hammam et-Turkman, occupation continued at the four Balikh 111B
sites and, in addition, two settlements were newly founded, viz. Mafraq Slouk (BS 306)
and Tell ez-Zkero (BS 152). A similar development seems to have taken place on the west
bank: here, too, the Balikh IIIB sites remained in use whereas three other early 5th
millennium sites appeared (the Damishliyya mounds BS 177-178 and Tell Assouad, BS
245), each of which perhaps represents a seasonally occupied camp site (excavations have
made it clear that at least Damishliyya I and Tell Assouad consist almost completely of
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Balikh I-HA building remains). It is recalled that Mafraq Slouk, like Khirbet al-Bassal in the
south, had already twice been inhabited in the earlier part of the Neolithic (Balikh I and
IIB-C respectively). In view of the very few Balikh fflC pottery fragments found at the site
(in areas littered with 7th millennium lithic implements), it is felt that Mafraq Slouk at this
time can hardly be expected to represent a true, permanently inhabited community; more
likely, we are dealing here with a short-term camp site. That such camp sites did exist in
the early 5th millennium Balikh valley was first indicated by our excavations at Tell
Damishliyya I (see chapter 3). In view of the sparseness of artefacts and the restricted area
of artefact distribution on a series of small and low mounds without substantial traces of
later occupation, one can assume these other sites to represent temporarily occupied
encampments similar to Tell Damishliyya I, viz. BS 66, BS 319, BS 310, BS 178 (Tell
Damishliyya ID, BS 245 (Tell Assouad), BS 190 (Tell Sabi Abyad II) and BS 341.
Similar small-scale and temporarily occupied sites are known from regions outside
the Balikh valley. For example, the site of Arjoune in the Horns basin of western Syria (at
the edge of the Halafian sphere of influence) consists of three flat mounds, two of which
were excavated (mounds A and B; Marfoe and Parr 1981/82; Marfoe et al. 1981). Surface
evidence suggested that on mound A occupation mainly comprised an area of about 50-60
m in diameter, but no substantial remains of architecture appeared, the sole indications of
settlement being shallow pits, ash lenses and floor surfaces. Painted Halaf pottery
comprised only about 5% of the pottery sample, and at least some of these ceramics seem
to represent import products, pointing towards the existence of some kind of trade
network. The excavators suggested that Arjoune perhaps represents a specialised outpost
related to a nearby and more permanently occupied settlement, but the nature of such a
relationship is unclear thus far (see also chapter 6). Another example is the site of Umm
Qseir, situated along the Khabur in eastern Syria, where Halafian settlement seems to have
been restricted to an area of only 0.15 ha. Three phases were recognised, together
comprising a debris acumulation of slightly over one metre. The lowest level is probably
divided from the upper ones by a hiatus of unknown duration. The lower phase yielded
no architectural features, apart from some mud bricks and the plaster base of a possible
mortar, but the second phase showed a circular building about 5 m in diameter. After this
building had gone out of use, occupation seems to have been continued for some time. The
excavators suggest that Umm Qseir was a small, short-term camp site, inhabited by
perhaps 30 persons (Hole and Johnson 1986/87).
Whereas these camp sites may have been inhabited on a seasonal basis, the
excavations at Khirbet esh-Shenef have made it clear that at least around the middle of the
5th millennium some of the probably more long-lasting settlements, too, were occupied
for a short time only, i.e. for one or two generations. It is recalled that Khirbet esh-Shenef
comprised two building phases, the lower separated from the upper by an erosion layer
and together constituting a mound hardly 1.7 m in height. Apparently, the site was
abandoned after a certain period of time, to be reoccupied shortly afterwards (hardly any
differences in pottery between both phases of occupation can be recognised). In general
mud-brick buildings have an effective lifetime of, at most, 30 to 50 years; in this respect,
occupation at Khirbet esh-Shenef may have lasted one century maximally. Similar
short-term settlements may already have existed in the early 5th millennium, e.g. Khirbet
al-Bassal (see below). It therefore seems that not all Balikh IÏÏC sites necessarily covered
this period as a whole; whereas some more proably fit in the early part of the Balikh IIIC
period (particularly those small and low sites also having earlier, Balikh IIIB remains),
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others are assumed to cover mainly the later stages (small sites having also Balikh HID
ceramics). However, sites like Mounbatah, Sawwan, Sabi Abyad or Wazgöl undoubtedly
comprise the Balikh ÜI phase virtually in its entirety. Indeed, the above picture is not
unexpected; in chapter 4 it has already been stressed that the recognised periods each
represent conceptual entities imposed upon the archaeological evidence and emphasising
differences in cultural development which in reality may have been of a much more
gradual and continuous nature. Settlement may have shifted in the course of time from
one site to another; like other human activities, settlement is not a static phenomenon but
an ongoing, dynamic process changing according to needs or culturally defined
preferences.
A most interesting feature of the Balikh HIC period is the reoccupation of the
southern Balikh valley down to the Euphrates (Fig. 5.6). With the exception of the
intermittent mid- or late 6th millennium occupation at Khirbet al-Bassal (Balikh IIB-C),
this region had been devoid of permanent settlement for a millennium or more. In the
early 5th millennium, six sites appeared in the south (perhaps even more; in the case of
five other sites it could only be established that later Balikh UI material was present, but
whether we are dealing here with ITC or HID artefacts remains to be seen). Most of these
sites were of small size; only two seem to be larger than 1 ha., viz. Tell Khadriya CBS 139)
along the wadi 'Ain Isa and, in the extreme south, Tell Zaidan (BS 2). Although located
along the Balikh (not far from its confluence with the Euphrates), the latter mound is not
so much part of the Balikh drainage as of the Euphrates basin. Like the Balikh valley, the
Euphrates region seems to have been more or less deserted in the course of the 6th
millennium B.C. Settlement at early Neolithic Abu Hureyra and Bouqras ended around
5500 B.C.. The last part of the 6th millennium is represented by Baghouz near the
Syro-Iraqi border but this site is much more closely related to the Samarran sites of
central-Mesopotamia and has little in common with local, long-term developments in the
Syrian Jezirah. Indeed, the present evidence suggests that the Syrian Euphrates valley was
largely devoid of permanent settlement in the second half of the 6th millennium B.C., and
was reoccupied in the early 5th millennium (later Halaf at Zaidan, Shams ed-Din,
Zreyjiyye).
When excluding Tell Zaidan, the southernmost Balikh site seems to be Merj Abu
Sharib (BS 35), a new foundation in the Balikh fflC period. In the early Neolithic (Balikh D
two small sites were present in this region, each of which is found only 1 or 2 km away
from Merj Abu Sharib. The site is located in the centre of an extensive drainage network of
mainly shallow wadis (the most important of which is the Wadi al-Khadar), about 2 km
east of the Balikh, and remained in use until the historic periods. Most likely, the location
of Merj Abu Sharib near these wadis instead of along the Balikh (the sole permanent
source of water in the southern Balikh) is determined by marshy conditions along this
main water-channel (see the discussion on settlement location above). The size of Balikh
IÏÏC settlement at Merj Abu Sharib is hard to establish but most likely it fluctuated around
lha.
About 5-6 km northwest of Merj Abu Sharib, on the west bank, two other Balikh DIC
sites are found, viz. BS 66 and BS 81 (Khirbet al-Bassal). The latter had already been
inhabited in the Balikh I and, after an hiatus, in the Balikh IIB-C periods, and was
apparently chosen a third time for settlement in the early 5th millennium. Judging from
artefact distribution, Balikh IIIC occupation at Bassal must have been small and scattered
over the mound's two summits. Two or three houses can be postulated, together hardly
182
Survey
exceeding 0.7 ha. In addition, it is expected that 5th millennium occupation at Bassal did
not last long: no Balikh HID pottery appeared whereas the numerous artefacts of earlier
periods suggest that the Halaf overburden must have been of rather limited thickness.
Occupation at BS 66 is of a more ambiguous nature. This very small and low site seems to
be mainly of historical date, the sole indications for prehistoric inhabitation being an
obsidian blade butt and one Balikh HIC sherd. If the occurrence of these early artefacts is
not accidental, BS 66 must have been occupied on a very small scale (hardly 0.2-0.3 ha.)
and during a short period only. Perhaps this site represents a Halafian encampment
resembling Damishliyya.
When taking the available evidence as a whole, it seems that Balikh IIIC settlement
in the southern part of the valley must have involved only few people. On the trajectory
from the modern village of Hazimah to Tell as-Saman only three sites are present, together
comprising hardly two ha. In the region further north to Mounbatah seven sites are found,
only two of which can definitely be ascribed to the Balikh IÜC period (BS 139 and 142).
The roughly known area of settlement then comprises about 4.5 ha.; even when one
includes the sites whose exact date is unknown, the total area of occupation in the region
south of Mounbatah is assumed not to have been larger than about 9 ha. Population can
then be estimated at 125-210 persons when counting the datable sites only or at 250-420
people when also including the remainder. Most likely, the high figures were far from
reached since it can hardly be assumed that all sites were occupied contemporaneously.
Whereas sites like Merj Abu Sharib and Tell Khadriye may have been occupied
throughout the Balikh IIIC period (these mounds remained in use into the next Balikh HID
and later periods), most other sites are expected to have covered only part of the Balikh
IIIC sequence. The most obvious examples are the very small and low mounds of BS 66
and BS 319 (cf. 4.2.), but Khirbet al-Bassal, too, may represent a short-term Halaf
settlement.
Leaving Tell Zaidan in the extreme south aside, Balikh IOC settlement in the Balikh
as a whole may have covered around 30 ha., and may thus have involved a population of
about 840-1400 persons at the most. When, again, one takes into account that not all sites
were occupied at the same time, a figure of about 1000 people living in the valley at a
certain moment seems to be a reliable estimate. Above it was stated that already in the late
6th millennium B.C. (Balikh IIIB) an increase in population density took place and
apparently this trend continued into the early 5th millennium B.C.
4.6.7 The Balikh HID period
This last period of the Balikh Neolithic is poorly documented. In the valley proper, only
eight sites can definitely be ascribed to this period (Fig. 5.7; Tell Zaidan at the extreme
southern end of the valley is excluded, as this is a Euphrates site). As I have already
pointed out, the actual number may be larger, for some sites can only be ascribed to the
later Balikh in period in general (Balikh mC-D). In any case, there can be little doubt that
the number of settlements seriously decreased around the middle of the 5th millennium
B.C.
In broad terms, the valley as a whole remained in use and Balikh DID sites are found
from the Syro-Turkish border (BS 330) to Merj Abu Sharib (BS 35) and Tell Zaidan (BS 2) in
the far south. However, in contrast with the Balikh QIC period, when sites were scattered
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over the plain at short distances from each other, settlement now seems be concentrated in
specific parts of the valley only (Fig. 5.7). In the north, the region around lake Wazgöl on
the Balikh west bank seems to have been entirely abandoned. On the opposite bank, in the
plain of Hammam et-Turkman, Balikh IIID occupation is attested at three sites only, viz.
Tell Hammam et-Turkman (BS 175), Khirbet esh-Shenef (BS 170) and Sabi Abyad IV (BS
192). Whereas at Tell Hammam et-Turkman Balikh HID settlement was an outgrowth of
earlier Balikh IIIC developments, the other two sites were both newly founded. Previously
it was noted that at Tell Sabi Abyad I (BS 189), early 5th millennium occupation shifted or
contracted to the western half of the mound only and apparently around 4500 B.C. the site
was wholly abandoned; perhaps its inhabitants moved towards the nearby mound of Sabi
Abyad IV (BS 192) for reasons that are not clear. In size, the newly founded settlement at
Tell Sabi Abyad IV more or less resembled its earlier counterpart at Tell Sabi Abyad I.
Nearby Khirbet esh-Shenef can probably be considered as an offshoot of either Tell Sabi
Abyad IV or Tell Hammam et-Turkman. As pointed out before (see chapter 3), this very
small site was twice occupied in the Balikh IÏÏD period, each time for a short period only.
As in the preceding ages, the centre of settlement in the Balikh valley during the
mid-5th millennium seems to have been the Mounbatah-Sawwan tandem. In size, both
sites may have been as large as in the Balikh IOC period, although the focus of cultural
development may now have shifted from Mounbatah to Sawwan. The latter site became a
major Ubaid-related (Balikh IV) site in the second half of the 5th millennium, whereas
Mounbatah was entirely deserted at this time. If the appearance of Ubaid in northern Syria
was indeed a long-term process with Ubaid traits gradually replacing earlier Halaf
features (Davidson 1977; Breniquet 1987, 1989) and not the result of newcomers moving
into the region, the collapse of Mounbatah must have had a rather long prelude. It is felt
that settlements of the size of Mounbatah, having a history of several millennia, do not
disintegrate overnight, unless as a result of natural or human-induced catastrophes.
When moving southwest, two sites, viz. Tell Khadriya (BS 139) and Tell Mefesh (BS
138), are found on the west bank of the Balikh and near the confluence of the wadis 'Ain
Isa and Qaramokh. These sites seem to show evidence of a similar development as at
Mounbatah-Sawwan. Khadriya was certainly occupied in the Balikh HID period but in the
case of Mefesh the evidence is more ambiguous. Later Balikh III or Halaf pottery is present
at Mefesh (cf. Mallowan 1946:129 and Fig. 8, no. 7), but the very few sherds do not permit
a more exact date. However, Mefesh is an important Ubaid settlement, whereas at Tell
Khadriya hardly any Ubaid-like pottery was found (it can even be doubted if these
ceramics are of Ubaid origin at all). As at Mounbatah and Sawwan, it therefore seems that
here, too, settlement at the end of the Halaf (Balikh HI) period contracted to one mound
only.
Further south, we are left with a small number of sites which, with the exception of
Merj Abu Sharib (BS 35), cannot be precisely dated (the only clue being that later Halaf
pottery is definitely present). However, at least in the case of Tell as-Saman (BS 83) it is
expected that a Balikh IIID settlement is present here, since this site, like Merj Abu Sharib
and some of the sites in the north, has shown evidence of abundant occupation in the later
prehistoric periods.
Virtually all of the early Ubaid-related sites in the Balikh valley also show evidence
of Halaf occupation; only later, in the early 4th millennium B.C., a small number of Ubaid
settlements is founded away from the earlier Halaf mounds. If a Halaf-Ubaid Transitional
phase did exist (cf. chapter 4), it is expected to have occurred at least at the following sites:
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TeU Zaidan (BS 2), Merj Abu Sharib (BS 35), Tell as-Saman (BS 83), Tell Mefesh (BS 138), TeU
as-Sawwan (BS 147), Tell Hammam et-Turkman (BS 175) and, perhaps, BS 330. Apart from the
last one, all of these belong to the largest sites found in the Balikh valley and remained in use for
several millennia to come. BS 330 must have been a rather important Balikh liiL) settlement. It
consists of three small but merged mounds, together comprising about 13 ha. In addition to the
rather large amount of Halaf pottery, a small number of ceramics of Ubaid affinity were found
on the surface, perhaps indicative of a Halaf-Ubaid Transitional phase of occupation. However,
this site never became a true and developed Balikh IV site.
When only including the known Balikh HID sites (and, again, excluding TeU Zaidan), a
decline in settlement area and population density is perceptible around the middle of the 5th
millennium, from about 30 ha. and 840-1400 people in the Balikh fflC period to, perhaps, about
23 ha and 640-1100 persons in Balikh HID times. However, it is stressed that some of the
mounds thus far termed 'Balikh HtC-CT most probably have to be included in the present
sample Some of these, like Tell as-Saman, represent large and important settlements in later
prehistoric times; if the later importance of these sites is in some way foreshadowed in Neolithic
times (as seems to be the case, for example, at Tell as-Sawwan), one can expect rather extensive
Balikh I1ID settlements to be present. In this sense, a decline in population density in the Balikh
HID period can hardly be maintained, despite the considerable decrease in number of
settlements. Apparently, in contrast with the dispersed mode of settlement in the early 5th
millennium, with small villages and hamlets scattered over the valley floor at short distances of
each other, around 4500 B.C. an increasing contraction and centralisation of occupation to a few
large sites is pursued, with only very few small and short-term settlements (e.g. Khirbet
esh-Shenef). This trend to nudeation persisted in the next, Ubaid-related or Balikh IV period,
when settlement seems to be virtually restricted to large mounds only (Akkermans, ed., in
prep.).
4.7 Settlement and population change
From the above, it will be clear that (1) throughout the Neolithic the Balikh valley was only
sparsely inhabited, population density varying per period from a few hundreds persons to
perhaps a thousand people at the most, and (2) that occupation was in general restricted to very
small sites only. The 7th millennium B.C seems to represent a period of relatively dense
occupation, but from the beginning of the 6th millennium a considerable decline in population
seems to have taken place, noticeable in the number and size of the sites. It is assumed that
around 5500 B.C. only a few hundred individuals inhabited the valley on a permanent basis
(Table 5.1).
Whereas major changes in artefact assemblages seem to occur at this time (e.g.
appearance of painted ceramics, disappearance of tanged arrowheads and an
impoverishment of the lithic industry as a whole), the onset of population decline can
hardly be associated with changes in material culture as a whole or the introduction of a
new lifestyle. Indeed, a major innovation took place around 6000 B.C., i.e. the small-scale
production of coarse ceramics, but in other aspects material culture is indistinguishable
from that of the aceramic Neolithic. Moreover, all of the early pottery Neolithic (Balikh
HA) sites seem to have been inhabited in the aceramic Neolithic (Balikh I) as well, and
show evidence of continuous occupation. Apparently, the mere introduction of pottery
hardly changed society, this in contrast with the late Neolithic when ceramics affected
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Period
Balikh I
BalikhllA
Balikh UB-C
BalikhIIIA
Balikh DIB
Balikh IHC
Balikh HID
Range
675-1200
365-650
230-410
200-325
400-650
840-1400
640-tlOO (?)
Average (rounded off)
904
510
320
260
525
1120
870
Table 5.1
Neolithic population size in the Balikh valley
society at all levels (e.g. in the form of exchange commodities, storage facilities or,
perhaps, as transmitters of social messages and social identity; cf. chapters 7 and 8). There
can be little doubt that this earliest pottery Neolithic (Balikh IIA) represents the final stage
of the PPNB-period. Earlier it was suggested that the ongoing population decline in the
6th millennium resulted from an increasing desiccation in the Balikh valley and north
Syria in general. In this sense, the changes in material culture around 5500 B.C. should
perhaps be interpreted as an effort to cope with these increasingly unfavourable
environmental conditions. The virtual absence of arrowheads and other hunting
implements as well as the small number of wild species in the faunal sample collected at
6th millennium Sabi Abyad (see chapter 6) may suggest that an intensification of
subsistence strategies was pursued, replacing an earlier exploitation of a wide and diverse
environment. However, that any such intensification was of limited success seems to be
indicated by the fact that it took until about 5200/5100 B.C., when Halaf traits appeared in
the region, before the decrease of population was reversed. It is, however, questionable
whether the population increase in Halaf times can be attributed to a more successful
mode of subsistence or a new technology since around this time environmental conditions
seem to improve as well. On the other hand, it is emphasised that human development is
not merely ecologically determined; people can and do actively modify their environment,
and are to a certain degree able to adapt to changing environmental conditions. An
improving environment around 5000 B.C. will undoubtedly have contributed to the rise of
Halaf society but is definitely not its sole basis of success.
During the 6th and early 5th millennium B.C. a trend towards population growth is
perceptible throughout the Near East. For example, Hole and Flannery (1967:188) have
suggested a doubling of the population density in the Deh Luran of southwestern Iran
between 6000 B.C. (Mohammad Jafar phase) and 5000 B.C. (Sabz phase), whereas Smith
and Young (1972:42) even suggest an eight-fold increase in the total population of Greater
Mesopotamia at this time. Moreover, in contrast with earlier periods, all major
environmental zones seem to be occupied now, and Smith and Young (1972:42-43)
conclude: "there is little doubt that much of the population growth in the sixth millennium
and the pressure created by that growth was absorbed through colonization and
migration. Even so, however, the density of the population must also have risen markedly
(...), and it seems reasonable to assume that, along with colonization, more intensive forms
of agricultural exploitation (...) were a feature of the period". In the Balikh valley, such
growth in population seems to have occurred towards the end of the 6th millennium and
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particularly in the early 5th millennium B.C., i.e. during the Halaf period. In this respect,
the valley seems to adhere closely to other parts of northern Syria, southeastern Turkey
and northern Mesopotamia, where at this time numerous Halaf settlements appear (see,
for example, Davidson 1977; Hijara 1980:254-55).
Davidson (1977:87) suggested that during the Halaf period the Khabur headwaters
region in northeastern Syria may have supported populations as large as those existing in
the region nowadays. However, for the Balikh valley such a suggestion is far from
realistic. Some 50 years ago, the valley already contained a population 5 to 10 times as
large as that assumed for the early 5th millennium, and nowadays population size is a
multiple of the 1945 figure (Lewis 1988). Even if one thinks our basic estimates are too low,
and even if one doubles population density per settlement hectare (which is not supported
by the excavation evidence), it still appears that space was not used in a very effective
manner (but see below) and that the valley's ultimate carrying capacity was far from
reached. When taking the Balikh HIC period as an example (which is one of the most
densely occupied periods), it appears that within a valley floor of approximately 450 km2,
only 23 sites are present, i.e. 0.05 sites per km2. When for the sake of argument one
doubles our earlier Balikh IDC population estimate from 1000 to 2000 people, one has to
assume only 4.4 people per km2. In reality, however, population density per km2 was
probably only half that size. One could argue that, in contrast with the fertile
Khabur-Jaghjagh triangle, the Balikh basin constitutes the lower and least favourable end
of a much larger drainage system, starting in the region around Urfa and Harran in
Turkey. In other words: it may be be that our Balikh evidence provides a distorted picture
of Halaf settlement density and organisation. Some evidence in this direction can perhaps
be found in historical times, when other parts of Syria and southeastern Turkey seem to
have been densely occupied but occupation in the Balikh valley was still of a most
restricted nature. For example, in the late 3rd millennium the Khabur basin and its
immediate surroundings witnessed a period of extreme prosperity, as these parts of Syria
are littered with sites for this period, some of which were as large as 90-100 ha. (Chuera,
Leilan, Hamoukar; see Weiss 1983, Fig. 11). In contrast, at this time all Balikh sites together
hardly comprised an area of settlement of about 70 ha. (Curvers 1990). Another example:
Eduard Sachau, when travelling in 1879 from Urfa to Raqqa, noted that the more he
moved southwards, the fewer settlements he encountered, the way of occupation,
moreover, changing from permanent villages of stone or mud-brick buildings into tent
camps {Sachau 1883; see also Lewis 1988).
However, surveys in eastern Syria and northern Iraq have yielded a Halaf settlement
density hardly deviating from that of the Balikh valley. The University of Edinburgh
survey in the Wadi Dara-Jaghjagh region gave evidence of 19 Halaf settlements within an
area of about 300 km2 (Davidson and McKerrell 1976:48-49), whereas, further east, the
area around Tell Rimah yielded 25 sites over 300 km2 (Hijara 1980:244). In the Tell Asiq
region, 7 Halaf sites were found over an area of about 100 km2 (ibid.). It therefore seems
that at least for the early 5th millennium B.C. the Balikh valley presents a reliable picture
of Halaf settlement distribution and population density.
A similar conclusion can be reached when looking at individual site size.
Unfortunately, for the larger part of the Neolithic (until about 5000 B.C.), only very little
evidence concerning general settlement size is available from neighbouring regions.
Especially the 6th millennium is hardly known in this respect. For the earlier aceramic
Neolithic we can point to some sites along the Euphrates but most of these are rather large:
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for example, Bouqras covers about 2.75 ha. and Abu Hureyra even 11.5 ha. Judging from
the few sites known from the Euphrates valley, either a considerable number of
settlements must have been washed away by the meandering river (P.A. Akkermans et al.
1981:495) or the organisation of settlement in the Euphrates basin proceeded along wholly
different lines from that in the Balikh valley. Actually, the former suggestion seems to be
the most likely in view of the fact that, in addition to the large excavated sites, some small
ones are known from the Euphrates valley. Van Loon (1967) has reported on a small
prehistoric tell at Kreyn, whereas another survey has yielded several more small aceramic
Neolithic sites in the vicinity of Abu Hureyra, represented by scatters of flint (Moore
1975:56). More recently, Geyer and Monchambert (1987:300) found another aceramic
Neolithic site, named Es-Souab 3, on a terrace remnant overlooking the valley near
Bouqras.
Most comparable evidence outside the Balikh region again comes from the early 5th
millennium, i.e. the later, developed part of the Halaf period. Davidson (1977:17-19) has
suggested that the size of the excavated Halaf sites ranges between less than 1 ha. to about
8 ha., whereas Watson and LeBlanc (1973) put forward that even larger settlements may
have existed. That such large sites did, indeed, exist can be also inferred from our
estimates of settlement size at Balikh 1IIC-D Mounbatah, but it should be stressed that in
general estimates of site size seem to have been based mainly upon the maximal size of the
sites as we see them nowadays; as in the case of the Balikh sites, it then appears that (1)
most of the sites possibly representing large Halaf settlements also contain extensive
remains of later phases of occupation, and it seems that these later materials mainly
account for the large size of the sites, (2) from the generally limited soundings we have
hardly any evidence as to whether a given site was inhabited in its entirety, and (3) even if
the site as a whole was inhabited in the Halaf period, we do not know whether all areas
were contemporarily occupied. In these respects, and when compared with the excavation
reports, it seems that at least some of the sizes of Halaf settlements presented by Davidson
(1977, Table 1) are considerably exaggerated. Evidently, size is a matter of degree. For
example, Sabi Abyad may have covered an area of about 2-2.5 ha. in early Halaf times and
included perhaps only five extensive house complexes, whereas later Halaf Khirbet
esh-Shenef seems to have covered an area of only 0.25 ha. and (when compared with Sabi
Abyad) contained most likely only one extended house complex. Thus, whereas Sabi
Abyad in overall size is 8-10 times as large as Khirbet esh-Shenef, it seems on the basis of
the architecture that Sabi Abyad is only 5 times as large as Shenef! Regarding the available
evidence, there can be little doubt that most Halaf settlements are small or very small, and
sites larger than 2 ha. seem to be true exceptions. Davidson (1977:17) notes that all of the
Halafian sites found by the British School in Iraq and the University of Edinburgh surveys
in the Khabur headwaters region fall within his earlier mentioned size limits ( to 8 ha.),
but, again, it is felt that most sites will undoubtedly fit in the lower range (no specific data
concerning size per site are given in the short reports; cf. Davidson 1977:17, 86-89;
Mallowan 1936). That Halafian sites are small also appears from surveys in the eastern
Khabur triangle (Meijer 1986) or, further east, in Iraq (Hijara 1980:272). In these regions
almost all sites with prehistoric remains are less than 1 or 2 ha. in size. Moreover, apart
from the area of occupation being small in size, it appears both from excavations and from
surveys that most Halafian sites are restricted in height, undoubtedly related to duration
of occupation (cf. Hijara 1980:237). For example, the depth of Halafian settlement at Sabi
Abyad comprises about 3 m (the main Levels 3-1), whereas at nearby Khirbet esh-Shenef
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occupation debris comprises only about l m (2 phases). Similar data stem from the sites of
Umm Qseir (1 m high, 2 phases). Shams ed-Din (l m high, 3 phases) or Kharabeh Shattani
(2 m high, 3 phases).
The apparent short duration of many Halaf sites suggests that, particularly during
the later stages of the Halaf period, settlement in the Balikh, and most likely also in other
regions, frequently shifted from one site to another (most Halaf sites known at present fit
chronologically into later Halaf times); and so the actual size of the permanently settled
population at a given time was probably highly restricted, i.e. in the case of the Balikh
region, perhaps varying between a few hundred to one thousand individuals only.
However, some strong doubts were already expressed before as to whether this picture is
truly correct; at least in parts of the Balikh area, considerable sedimentation of aeolic and
fluviatile nature has considerably altered the landscape since Halafian times, and has
hidden ancient surfaces and, most likely, many small, one-phase sites from view. This also
holds for other regions; for example, the earliest Halafian levels at Tell Aqab in the upper
Khabur headwaters region were found at a depth of over 2 m below the level of the
surrounding fields (Davidson and Watkins 1981:4), whereas at nearby Chagar Bazar
Halafian remains appeared at a depth of over l m below field level in the prehistoric
trench M (Mallowan 1936:5-6 and Fig. 29). Further east, at Arpachiyah in the Eski Mosul
region, excavations showed that the earliest levels were buried at a depth of 3 m below
field level (Mallowan and Rose 1935:21) and at the small site of Kharabeh Shattani
settlement started at a depth of about 1.75 m (Watkins and Campbell n.d.:ll). Topography
and patterns of natural sedimentation may easily have varied on a micro-level and there is
no reason to assume that all sites are partly or wholly below surface level, but these
examples are meant to illustrate that one can expect numerous small and short-term sites
to be deeply buried and to be invisible to the archaeologist. If sites like Khirbet esh-Shenef
in the Balikh or Kharabeh Shattani in the east had had only one phase of occupation, very
likely no traces of their existence would have been left on the surface. However, even if
our present figures concerning settlement presence and distribution are incomplete, it
appears that mainly the very small and shortly occupied sites may have been missed.
Hijara (1980:255) suggested that the apparent increase of population in Halaf times
led not so much to genuine migrations of Halaf people from one region to another as to a
more intensive use of available space within a certain area. In his view, there was no need
to inhabit marginal ecological zones, for "all the Halaf regions had more land for more
sites" (ibid.). Indeed, this seems to be the case in the Balikh valley as well; here, too, the
main trend is one of more sites in the same region. On the other hand, Halaf people did at
this time enter the marginal southern part of the Balikh valley, and recently along the
Khabur in eastern Syria a similar phenomenon was observed (Hole and Johnson
1986/87:183ff). Moreover, the appearance of Halaf in northern Mesopotamia is not so
much the result of a local and continuous development of Halaf out of Hassuna-Samarra
as due to movements of people from the Halaf homeland proper (the Syrian Jezirah) into
the surrounding regions (see chapter 8). Apparently, people did move over vast areas at
this time.
What reasons, then, may have underlain this apparent traffic? Above it was already
mentioned that population pressure and an associated need for land can safely be left
aside, as far more land was available than was actually used. This becomes even more
evident if we take into account that Halafian communities brought only extremely small
parts of the potentially arable land under cultivation (see chapter 6). In the case of the
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Balikh valley, one may therefore wonder why in later Halaf times (Balikh DIC-D) people
entered the more marginal regions in the south, or, in other words: why did these
communities not occupy parts of the vast, empty lands in the north which would have
provided a more secure, regular basis of subsistence than the marginal southern parts. One
obvious reason may be that these northern lands were not as empty as they seem to have
been: if Halafian society did not rely so much upon agriculture as on animal husbandry, the
northern uplands may have constituted the pasture areas for the local communities. Any
increase of population may then have led to a growing need for pasture lands which had to be
sought for in the more marginal areas in the south. An increasing emphasis upon pastoralism,
in combination with small-scale agriculture, may have caused a perfect adaptation to local
environmental conditions towards the end of the 6th millennium and may, indeed, account
for the success and widespread distribution of Halaf society. In an ongoing circle, pastoralism
may have led to increasing subsistence revenues, allowing a growth of population, in its turn
requiring larger areas of pasture, etc
That at least part of the Halafian people were transhumant pastoralists can perhaps
be inferred from the small size and apparent short duration of many Halaf sites (cf. Hijara
1980:252ff; Hole and Johnson 1986/87). So far, with the possible exception of Damishliyya,
solid evidence of mobile camps is lacking in the Balikh valley, perhaps due to their very
nature; one would expect the existence of such camps to be indicated mainly by isolated
sherd scatters or other artefacts, and food refuse distributed over restricted areas (cf. Hole
1974). For example, during our 1983 Balikh survey, we repeatedly encountered remains of
modem semi-nomadic encampments on the top of ancient mounds (in early spring, herds
of sheep and goats are brought from the Euphrates area into the Balikh valley due to lack
of pasture in the south) but when wind and rain have eroded the surface any traces of tent
layout are gone, the sole remnants being empty petrol cans, fragments of tea glasses and
slaughtering offal.
4.8 Settlement hierarchy
I will now try to come to an evalution of settlement size hierarchy and associated spatial
patterns of settlement organisation, on the basis of the excavations at various sites and, in
particular, the survey results. In view of the relatively small number of sites per period it is
felt that a statistical approach is not called for and instead the simple procedure of Johnson
(1975) and Renfrew (1972) will be followed, which divides site size histograms into one or
more groups by visual inspection. When taking a look at Fig. 5.8 a rather consistent,
four-fold division in settlement size is suggested which, indeed, seems to hold for all
Neolithic periods: (1) sites being 0.5 ha. or less, (2) sites between 0.5 ha. and 1 ha., (3) sites
between about 1 and 3 ha., and (4) sites larger than 3 ha. The latter mode is consistently
represented by one site only, i.e. Mounbatah in the central Balikh valley; however, that the
existence of this type of site is not a unique and exceptional feature but a reality is
demonstrated by its considerable time-depth (apart from the Balikh IRA-B periods,
Mounbatah predominates in size throughout the Neolithic) as well as the presence of
similar large settlements in other regions (e.g. Bouqras, Abu Hureyra).
In terms of organisation, and apart from Mounbatah, one can question the value of
the present distinction between our size groups. When looking at individual site size in
more detail (cf. 4.2), it appears that in many cases differences are much less distinct than is
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indicated by the histogram. Indeed, when comparing one of the small group (1) sites with
a large group (3) settlement, some differences in socio-economic and spatial organisation
can easily be seen, but any such differences are much less obvious in the case of, for
example, a large group (1) site and a small group (2) settlement. For example, among the
aceramic/early ceramic Neolithic sites of Damishliyya I (BS 177) and Damishliyya n CBS
178) hardly any substantial differences are likely to occur in settlement structure or
function. Both mounds are located within a similar micro-environment and have yielded
similar artefactual evidence. In size, Damishliyya II is only slightly larger than its
neighbour, perhaps due to the presence of one more building, a slightly more spacious
settlement layout or different patterns of weathering. Had both sites been excavated on a
substantial scale, they would undoubtedly be classified as more or less identical hamlets
or small villages. In this sense, the histogram based on site size gives a distorted picture of
site typology, and merely indicates that most sites were small. On the other hand, whereas
all of our groups (2) to (4) sites seem to represent permanent settlements inhabited over
considerable periods of time, at least some of the group (1) sites show evidence of
short-term occupation and/or specialised function (to be inferred from the artefacts
and/or the height of the site). Similar functional arguments may define the large,
permanently occupied groups (3) and (4) sites like Mounbatah and Sabi Abyad, which
probably represent centres of production and distribution of goods and services to other
sites nearby (see chapter 7). It will be clear that site size itself does not simply reflect a
society's spatial organisation but in combination with other archaeological evidence size
may act as a useful indicator. Whereas settlement location is, at least partially, defined by
environmental circumstances, spatial arrangements as a whole can hardly (if ever) be
separated from social, political and economic levels of organisation (Larsson
1988:101-102). A close relationship exists and any change in settlement patterning or
socio-economic complexity will have a mutual effect. In this respect, it is felt that in terms
of site typology our four-level hierarchy has some definite significance, with at the one
extreme end of the settlement spectrum the very small and short-term activity areas
(pastoralist camps, manufacture sites, hunters' lookout) and, at the other extreme,
communities of almost urban size like Mounbatah. The intermediate range consists of
small and large villages.
For the early stages of the Neolithic (Balikh I period) there is an additional,
complicating factor in analysing the settlement system, that is to say, the earlier mentioned
pairing of communities. The above comments were based upon individual sites but,
evidently, none of these acted within a vacuum. Particularly in the case of sites situated at
close distance from each other, i.e. several dozen metres, a close interaction at all levels can
be expected; instead of emphasising the individual sites, it then seems more appropriate to
consider such clusters themselves as coherent socio-economic units operating within the
wider, regional framework (see, for example, the earlier discussion on the Balikh I
agglomerations of Tulul Breilat and Sabi Abyad). Evidently, in this manner the number of
sites decreases, whereas at least some of the remainder increases in size. In the case of the
Balikh I period it then appears that most sites range in size around 1 ha., with only a few
being considerably smaller or larger. Now, a three-fold division is suggested, i.e. (1)
communities ranging in size between 0.5 and 1.2 ha. (n = 12), (2) sites varying between 1.7
to 2.2 ha. (n = 2), and (3) sites ranging between 4.4 and 7 ha. (n = 2). The first group
consists of permanently occupied hamlets and small villages, whereas the second group
represents larger villages (Tell Assouad and Sabi Abyad duster) which may have fulfilled
194
Survey
• V I L L A G E S 10.5- I 2 So
£ LARGE VILLAGES 1.7- 2.2
^B CENTRES 4 4 -7 ha
Fig. 5.10
Balikh I site-size distribution
195
Chapters
some kind of service function at a micro-regional level. In contrast, the third group,
consisting of Mounbatah and the Tulul Breilat agglomeration, may have been of regional
importance, perhaps acting as foci of production, trade and social interaction (Fig. 5.10).
When combining the number of settlements, the size of settlements and the associated
population densities, it appears that in the Balikh I period over half of the population lived
in four sites only (the larger villages and centres, together comprising 15.3 ha. out of a total
of about 26 ha.), all located in the north-central valley.
In the next, early pottery Neolithic (Balikh HA) both the number and size of the sites
strongly decreased. Many of the small hamlets and villages were deserted but also the
larger, agglomerated sites were seriously affected: Mounbatah was almost halved in size,
some mounds of the Tulul Breilat cluster were abandoned and at Sabi Abyad occupation
shifted from mounds BS 190-191 to BS 189 (Tell Sabi Abyad D. The size differences
between the larger villages' and 'centres' are now much less distinct, and the earlier
three-level hierarchy seems to be replaced by a simple twofold division with, on the one
hand, the hamlets and small villages being about 1 ha. in extent (n = 3) and, on the other
hand, the larger villages varying between 2 and 3.5 ha. (n = 4). With some minor
modifications at the level of the hamlets and small villages (disappearance of sites and
new foundations), this two-level hierarchy remained in existence in the Balikh valley
during the larger part of the 6th millennium B.C. (Figs. 5.11 to 5.14).
Around 5100 B.C., with the beginning of the Halaf period, some changes seem to
have taken place: the number of sites increased and some newly founded sites (BS 175 and
BS 219) seem quickly to have grown to the status of large villages. In addition, a few
hundreds of metres south of Mounbatah a rather large settlement was founded at Tell
as-Sawwan, and in tandem Mounbatah-Sawwan rapidly increased in importance and
became the largest, central focus of occupation in the Balikh region. An argument can then
be made for the rise of a three-level hierarchy. However, the excavations at Sabi Abyad
have made it clear that settlement at this time was of a spacious layout; whereas most of
the small sites, varying in size between 0.25 and 0.8 ha., may have contained one or two
isolated farmsteads, the larger ones, too, ranging between 1.5 and 2 ha., seem to have had
rather few extended house complexes (when taking Sabi Abyad as an example, one has to
reckon with perhaps only five of such house units). Intrasite complexity at such larger
communities is then expected to have been only slightly different from that of the smaller
sites, and any hierarchical ordering must have been weakly developed. Evidently,
reciprocal socio-economic dependence will have existed at all levels, particularly among
nearby communities, as can be inferred from the widespread distribution of virtually
identical painted ceramics and other cultural traits. Some of the small sites seem to have
been founded in the later Balikh niB period, i.e. around 5000 B.C., and may represent
offshoots of settlements with a longer history like Mounbatah, Sabi Abyad or Haramie; if
so, the maintenance of strong social ties between the ancestral and newly founded
settlements may be assumed. The presence of ceramic wasters at Mounbatah and Sabi
Abyad suggests that at least these large settlements were involved in pottery production,
distributing ceramics to the smaller sites in their vicinity.
The increase in population towards the end of the 6th millennium must have led to
changes in the social and administrative structure. Where the earlier Neolithic
communities may have been largely self-sufficient in terms of subsistence and household
commodity requirements, a growth of exchange and specialised production around 5000
B.C. (see chapter 7) may very well have altered the existing modes of social hierarchy.
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Indeed, at first sight we do have some evidence that a trimodal distribution of sites by size
becomes more explicit in the early 5th millennium or Balikh HIC period. At the lower end
of the settlement spectrum a number of very small sites are found Oess than 0.2-0.3 ha. in
size), at least some of which (e.g. Damishliyya) seem to represent temporary encampments
or special-purpose stations. The largest site-size grouping is made up of, possibly,
permanently inhabited villages, ranging between 0.5 and 2 ha. in size. Although most of
these sites vary between 0.5 and 1 ha. (n = 9), with only four sites being larger, it is stressed
that settlement size increases along a continuum, with virtually no clear-cut breaks. The
question then again arises whether the earlier distinction between 'villages' and Targe
villages' holds some significance for this time or whether these sites together should be
regarded as a more or less coherent group of ordinary villages. As in the Balikh IÏÏB
period, it appears that any hierarchical differentiation among this group of hamlets and
villages must have been of minor importance, if existing at all. At the top of the site-size
ranking is the Mounbatah-Sawwan agglomeration, which has an approximate size of 14
ha., thus being about seven times as large as its immediate competitors. It should,
however, be taken into account that the actual area of occupation at Mounbatah-Sawwan
is probably smaller, since, apart from the fact that Mounbatah and Sawwan are spatially
separated, each site itself consists of various, segregated or partly merged mounds. In
effect, Mounbatah-Sawwan consists of a number of farmstead-like settlements occurring
either singly or grouped into hamlets.
In short, Halaf settlement organisation in the early 5th millennium seems to follow a
primary distribution of one major centre (Mounbatah-Sawwan) in the central Balikh valley
complemented by numerous smaller sites scattered in a linear direction over the valley
floor at rather short distances from each other (i.e. 3 to 5 km). On the basis of the
excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad I, Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef, and in view of the
generally small size of surveyed sites in the Balikh valley, most Halaf sites are supposed to
have had only a few houses; the lack of any clear-cut divisions among these small villages
or hamlets suggests that community organisation mainly proceeded at family level. Some
proof for this is found by the presence of wasters at some Balikh IIIC sites, pointing
towards local pottery production: apart from Mounbatah, some greenish, overfired and
irregularly-shaped ceramics also appeared on the surface of the very small sites of BS 168
and BS 223, which comprise 0.6 and 0.8 ha. respectively, and which each probably
contained two houses at the most. Apparently, the manufacture of ceramics was not
restricted to large sites only but may have been a rather widespread craft. From other
regions, too, we have evidence that small sites were involved in pottery production
although it cannot simply be concluded that production was more or less domestic, with
each community manufacturing its own ceramics; in view of the specific technology
required as well as the proven existence of pottery trade networks in the Halaf period, the
sites with wasters may very well represent specialised production centres (see chapter 7).
That settlement organisation did not wholly proceed at family or community level is
suggested by Mounbatah, or, in a wider sense, the Mounbatah-Sawwan agglomeration. As
pointed out before, Mounbatah belonged to the largest sites found in the Balikh valley
throughout the Neolithic, and despite periods of obvious setbacks. The site's leading
position and the rise of the Mounbatah-Sawwan tandem to the status of a regional centre
in the Halaf period, may perhaps be due to its role as a 'gateway community'. Such
settlements are defined as developing along natural routes of communication in sparsely
populated frontier areas between different environmental zones (Burghardt 1971; Hirth
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1978; Kelly-Buccellati, in press). Located at the critical interface between areas of various
intensities of exploitation or productivity and of various mineral or agricultural resources,
a gateway community tends to have a dense population, a high demand or supply of
scarce resources and an ability to provide different technologies or skills. In addition,
gateway communities have a central role in trade networks due to their general occurrence
along "economic shear lines where cost factors change and where there are economic
discontinuities in the free movement of merchandise" (Hirth 1978:37).
In the case of the Mounbatah-Sawwan complex, it appears that the site is indeed
situated at a crucial point where natural differences meet. First of all, near
Mounbatah-Sawwan the 250 mm isohyet runs east-west, dividing the valley into two
zones of widely different land-use (irrigation agriculture in the south, dry farming in the
north). The impact of rainfall in this semi-arid region will be evident; as pointed out
before, an increasing aridity may have contributed to a considerable extent to the
desertion of the southern Balikh valley in the 6th millennium B.C. At this time,
Mounbatah, too, seems to have witnessed a period of serious setbacks (the site becoming
smaller and smaller), probably due to the combined effect of environmental deterioration
and the loss of a considerable hinterland. Secondly, Mounbatah-Sawwan is strategically
located near the confluence of the Balikh and Qaramokh, i.e. at the junction of natural
passages, which enabled the control of regional or long-distance north-south traffic. A
similar strategic location may partly have underlain the success of both the Tulul Breilat
and Sabi Abyad agglomerations further north, these sites controlling the natural passage
to the Balikh valley when coming from the northeast and following the wadi Slouk.
Thirdly, Mounbatah-Sawwan is found near the interface of the gypsum and limestone
terraces bordering the Balikh valley to the east (see chapter 2). Gypsum, limestone and its
derivatives (flint, sandstone, marble, hematite, red ochre, alabaster) were widely used in
the Neolithic, and may easily have had their place in a regional trade network of either
raw materials or finished commodities. In addition, and perhaps even more importantly,
Mounbatah-Sawwan may have controlled the supraregional, long-distance trade. Thus, on
the basis of the abundant occurrence as well as the large size and variety of obsidian
artefacts found at Mounbatah, Lorraine Copeland (pers. comm.) has suggested that the
site was a centre for the obsidian trade and that at least some of the raw material was
worked on the site. In the later 6th millennium, Mounbatah may have co-ordinated the
traffic of Dark-Faced Burnished Ware in the valley since it seems most unlikely that all
sites had equal access to the network which distributed this specific group of ceramics
corning from the coastal areas of western Syria or Cilicia. In Halaf times,
Mounbatah-Sawwan was definitely involved in the production and subsequent
distribution of painted pottery. Indeed, this was not a prerogative of Mounbatah-Sawwan,
as indicated by the presence of ceramic wasters on the surface of other sites as well (see
chapter 7), but it confirms the socio-economic status of the site. The extraordinary growth
of Mounbatah-Sawwan in the early 5th millennium is associated with the appearance of
small-scale settlements in the region further south. Whereas it cannot be proven that these
southern sites are true offshoots of Mounbatah-Sawwan, it is felt that in socio-economic
terms these communities must have been strongly oriented towards the 'capital of the
Balikh'. In an ongoing circle of demand and supply, Mounbatah-Sawwan may have
provided the south with ceramics, basalt implements and other goods in exchange for
agricultural or pastoralist revenues (so far, none of the southern sites has shown evidence
of local commodity production). In return, the exchange products may have allowed an
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increase of population at Mounbatah-Sawwan as well as the emergence of specialists (not
all individuals were needed in subsistence economy) and a flourishing trade, providing
ample opportunities for further expansion.
Around the middle of the 5th millennium, the role of Mounbatah proper seems to
have come to an end for reasons not yet understood. With the beginning of the
Ubaid-related, Balikh IV period the site was wholly abandoned and occupation restricted
to Tell as-Sawwan only. The collapse of Mounbatah is associated with a general trend
towards desertion and reorganisation of settlement in the Balikh valley. Most of the small
Balikh IIIC hamlets were abandoned and occupation generally concentrated in a few
larger sites, varying in size between 1 and 2 ha. In the vicinity of some of the larger, 'nodal'
settlements, some smaller sites did exist (e.g. Khirbet esh-Shenef) but these constituted a
minority by far. In terms of general population density in the Balikh valley, the decline of
Mounbatah-Sawwan may have been counteracted by the growth of other communities
and, despite an obvious decrease in settlement number, population size may have been
more or less identical, or only slightly smaller, to that of the early 5th millennium B.C.
However, the settlement pattern at the end of the Halaf period seems to have been
characterised by a shift from dispersed to nucleated, the earlier three-level hierarchy,
moreover, being largely replaced by a bimodal site size distribution. The lack of a primary
centre, the general increase of individual community size and the rather large intersite
distance between the major settlements (10 to 25 km) suggests that the last Halaf
occupation in the Balikh valley (Balikh HID) consisted of a number of largely autonomous
and self-sufficient socio-economic polities.
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6 Subsistence Economy and SubsistenceStrategies: The Economy of a Halafian
Community (part one)
Introduction
1.1 Introductory remarks
In this chapter I intend to evaluate the nature and potential of later Neolithic subsistence
behaviour in the Balikh area. In agreement with my main research objectives, emphasis
will be upon the Halaf period, i.e. the later stages of the Balikh m period. So far, the main
source of information has been Tell Sabi Abyad and so this site will be the focus of
analysis (the other excavated Halafian sites yield only little direct evidence on subsistence
economy). However, in the previous chapters, it has already been argued that the
appearance of Halaf in the valley is not an isolated phenomenon but part of a lengthy,
locally derived sequence of cultural development. It is felt that any modes of Halafian
subsistence are foreshadowed to a considerable degree by earlier 6th and 7th millennium
developments, and therefore evidence from the earlier prehistoric sites in the Balikh valley
will be taken into account as well. Additional evidence is derived from more or less
contemporary sites outside the Balikh region. However, it is stressed that the available
information is highly limited, and most conclusions are tentative at best. No doubt, further
research will alter some of the views brought forward here.
When attempting to reconstruct prehistoric fanning, various potential sources of
information are available to the investigator, some of them inextricably linked to others:
(1) food refuse, (2) agricultural tools, (3) pictorial evidence, (4) settlement archaeology, (5)
environmental archaeology, and (6) site-location studies (Barker 1985:11). Evidently, not
all of these sources of information need to be present at the same time, or present at all,
while the nature of the evidence (as at all levels of archaeological investigation) is also
affected by, for example, depositional circumstances, post-depositional preservation and
methods of recovery and analysis. For a detailed discussion on the potential of the various
sources, the reader is referred to Barker (1985:12-27); when necessary, I will refer to some
of his arguments.
1.2 Natural resources, settlement and subsistence
It goes without saying that prehistoric settlement and associated patterns of subsistence
are defined to a considerable degree by the region's natural resources. The physical
features and the resource potential of the Balikh valley have already been dealt with in
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chapter 2, whereas related settlement patterns have been discussed in chapters 3 and 5. In
view of the distribution of Halaf sites along the northern fringe of the Fertile Crescent, in
an area with today an average annual precipitation of over 200 mm, it is commonly
assumed that Halafian agriculture was based upon dry farming (e.g. Davidson 1977:12). In
the Khabur headwaters region of northeastern Syria, where the average annual rainfall
ranges today from around 250 nun near the city of Hassake to about 400 mm near
Qamishly on the Syro-Turkish border, Halaf sites increase in frequency in a south-north
direction (Davidson 1977:11). Surveys in regions further west, i.e. the Balikh and the
Qoueiq (for the latter area, see Mellaart 1981, Figs. 185-89), have given strong evidence in
support of this pattern of site distribution. In chapter 5, it has already been shown that the
concentration of settlement in the northern part of the Balikh basin is not only a
characteristic of the Halaf or Balikh IIIB-C periods, but also of the preceding stages of
occupation. The vast majority of the Neolithic sites is found along the river Balikh and its
major wadis in the northern half of the valley, and only few sites are known from the
middle and lower Balikh basin. Interestingly enough, the few sites found in the lower
Balikh are almost all aceramic and probably date from the Balikh I period; only few of
them yielded some later 6th (Balikh IIC) or 5th millennium pottery (Balikh UIC-D) as well,
whereas the intermediate early Halaf or Balikh 1UB material was wholly lacking. No
Balikh IIA ceramics comparable to those from Assouad or Damishliyya were found at
these southern sites, which strongly suggests that the early Neolithic settlements were
deserted at the end of the 7th or the beginning of the 6th millennium B.C. Apparently, at
this time the lower Balikh was almost entirely devoid of permanent settlement, the reasons
for which are not yet clear. It is recalled that nowadays the lower Balikh region is an arid
zone with an average annual precipitation of less than 200 mm. Here agriculture is
possible only with the help of irrigation. It has already been suggested that around 6000
B.C. environmental conditions in northern Syria deteriorated, as the climate became
increasingly dry and closely resembled present-day circumstances. Perhaps an increasing
aridity made permanent settlement on an agricultural basis impossible and forced early
Neolithic people to evacuate the lower Balikh region.
Whereas the southern Balikh thus seems to have been evacuated at an early stage,
important changes in settlement organisation in the Balikh valley around 5700 B.C.
suggest that at this time many of the small settlements in the northern Balikh were
deserted as well, and that occupation now contracted to a few sites only. Whereas some
sites were certainly permanently inhabited, others may have been occupied during a short
time only, which perhaps indicates nomadic or semi-nomadic behaviour. In this respect it
is recalled that at Assouad the lower levels Vni-VII are followed by layers which show
evidence of a strong emphasis upon hunting. Apparently, a larger territorium was now
exploited, which required an increasingly mobile population. Whereas most sites with
early ceramics were deserted around 5700 B.C., occupation at Assouad may have
continued for some time although on a different economic basis. In this respect, the site of
Khirbet al-Bassal in the lower Balikh, showing evidence of an intermittent stage of
occupation in the early 6th millennium (see chapter 5), perhaps resembles Assouad.
As in the earlier Neolithic, the majority of the small Halaf settlements are found
along the major watercourses in the upper Balikh region. Most interesting, however, is the
reoccupation of the southern Balikh valley. This region, largely uninhabited since about
6000 B.C., was occupied on a limited scale in the early 5th millennium B.C. Moreover, at
this time, Halaf settlements seem to appear in the Euphrates region, too. Whether climatic
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conditions were improving, perhaps for a short time, around 5000 B.C., or whether Halaf
technology enabled a more effective use of the available water, allowing small-scale
irrigation agriculture, remains to be investigated. Van Zeist et al. (1988:713) have
suggested that controlled irrigation may have been carried out with few difficulties in the
Balikh valley by damming the river or its branches and diverting the water over the fields
in channels. Actually, until the introduction of motor pumps, irrigation had been
conducted in this manner in the valley, water wheels and other water-lifting devices (like
those commonly found along the Euphrates, Khabur and Orontes) being absent, and even
nowadays much of the valley is still irrigated in this fashion (Lewis 1988:685; see also
Charles 1942). Textual evidence indicates that, at least during the 2nd millennium B.C.,
Balikh water was used for agricultural purposes by means of dams or weirs (Dossin
1974:27-33), and there is no a priori reason why this simple practice of irrigation may not
have had a much longer history in the region. Unfortunately, the present botanical
evidence gives no decisive information about irrigation practices in prehistoric times. At
least some of the weeds found at late 6th millennium Sabi Abyad, like knotweed
(Polygonum venantianum-type), Bermuda grass (Cynodon dactylon), crab grass
(Digifflria-type) and foxtail grass (Setaria-type), may be indicative of periodically irrigated
fields (Van Zeist and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen 1989:334; see also Van Zeist et al. 1988:713).
But it may also be the case that lands were seasonally flooded owing to natural factors.
During the winter rains, large amounts of water are transported from the surrounding
plateaus and the Turkish hinterland into the valley, flooding vast parts of the countryside.
It is recalled that, with the exception of Tell Hammam et-Turkman, no prehistoric sites are
found along the Balikh in the flat lands west of the modern village of Hammam
et-Turkman, which, due to its relatively low altitude and the presence of numerous
water-channels, may have been a swampy area prohibiting any settlement (even
nowadays parts of this region are hardly accessible after the winter rains).
In view of the above, it seems that later Neolithic communities in the Balikh valley
preferred the northern, rain-fed parts of the valley, and, consequently, that agriculture
relied upon dry-farming practices. The results of dry farming in this area, however, are
unpredictable because the risk of crop failure due to fluctuations in annual rainfall was
ever-present. Thus, for example, in the late 1950s a considerable drought lasting several
years led to catastrophic crop failures and caused the death of large parts of the domestic
herds, and forced large numbers of people to abandon their villages (Wirth 1971:259;
Lewis 1987:1 TOff). Evidently, the possibilities of rain-fed agriculture are determined by
climatic conditions and their impact upon soil genesis. When considering the evidence
that modern climatic conditions in the region do not differ considerably from those of 6th
millennium northern Syria, it seems that the hazards of modern agriculture hold for the
later Neolithic communities as well. Flannery (1969:87), among others, has suggested that
the setbacks of rain-fed agriculture in marginal areas can be counteracted by the storage of
surpluses, by the conversion of surpluses into valuable craft items of imperishable
material suited for exchange during lean years, or by conversion of agricultural surpluses
into livestock, which can be used either directly for food or for exchange with other
groups. However, whether Neolithic farming in the Balikh region was capable of
producing true surpluses is questionable (see below). Little evidence was also found to
support the second option; carefully finished craft items of exotic materials were found in
very small quantities at Sabi Abyad (particularly when considering the large scale of the
excavations at the site) and seem to have had only little economic value (chapter 7).
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Flanner/s third possibility is more significant since it indicates a 'banking' of surpluses
and emphasises the relationship between plant cultivation and animal herding. However,
whereas domestic animals may have been purchased with agricultural surpluses in good
years and exchanged for grain in lean years, it is noted that in many instances
environmental circumstances causing harvest failures may have affected livestock as well.
Once more on the basis of modern observations, it appears that the drought of 1958-1961
in Syria not only destroyed the harvests on the fields, but also led to serious water and
food deficiencies for the herds and almost halved the number of registered sheep (Wirth
1971:259). Another example is the drought of 1931-1933 when the accompanying cold
reduced the herds of the nomads of the Jezirah to up to one-fifth of their original size
(ibid.:96). In addition, one may wonder where the people would find the exchange
products in lean years; in the case of the Balikh valley, an environmental disaster will have
affected not only this region but entire northern Syria and southern Turkey east of the
Taurus mountains as well.
It is assumed that the later Neolithic communities in the Balikh valley were largely
self-supporting in subsistence terms. However, that at least some food products were
brought to the site from larger distances, and perhaps through some kind of exchange, is
suggested by the scarce finds of pistachio and almond at Sabi Abyad. Van Zeist and
Waterbolk-Van Rooijen (1989:330) have suggested that these wild fruit trees were not
found in the Balikh valley, but that its fruits were gathered in small quantities in the forest
steppe of the Taurus foothills, at a distance of three or four days' walking. In addition, we
have some information pointing to functional differentiation between settlements, and
different patterns of subsistence behaviour seem to have existed. For example, the
Halafian site of Damishliyya perhaps represents a seasonally occupied camp site,
depending in various respects upon more permanent settlements nearby. Import or
exchange of food products may then have occurred occasionally, but large-scale transport
and trade, as known for 3rd millennium Syria or Mesopotamia (see, for example, Adams
1981), can safely be excluded. At present, all available evidence, both from within and
from outside the Balikh valley, indicates that 'market economies' were only weakly
developed during the 6th and 5th millennia B.C (see chapter 7). Still, it will be clear that
the various Neolithic communities in the Balikh region do not represent closed-system
economies. Obsidian and basalt were brought in from the Turkish hinterland (Copeland
1989; Akkermans 1989e), and craft items made of, for example, rock crystal may have
come from the same regions (either the raw materials or the finished products). Grey or
black-burnished pottery was imported on a small scale from western Syria, and in
addition we have some evidence that the sites in the Balikh valley were involved in local
production and exchange of painted wares.
1.3 Assouad, Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef
Before attempting to reconstruct prehistoric fanning at Tell Sabi Abyad, it seems useful to
briefly discuss the evidence from the other Neolithic sites excavated in the Balikh valley,
viz. Tells Assouad, Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef. Unfortunately, the information
available about these sites is restricted due to the limited scale of the soundings or to the
sampling procedures that have been followed.
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From the soundings of Mallowan and Cauvin at Tdl Assouad no seeds or the like have
been recovered; only the zoological remains have been collected. Mallowan (1946:124) has
briefly reported on the presence of bones of pigs, sheep or goats, cattle and some small
Equus in the house (probably of late 7th or early 6th millennium date) which he partly
uncovered on the top of the mound. A more detailed study (Helmer 1985) is available for
the bones found by Cauvin in his stepped trench. Helmer noted eleven species, some of
which (viz. Cants, Mêles, Vulpes, Equus, Dama and Certms) were represented by very few
fragments only. The bulk of the bones belonged to sheep or goats, cattle, pigs and gazelles.
As expected, sheep or goats are most common (numbers varying from 60% in levels
VDl-Vn to 79.5% in level D and both seem to have been domesticated. The other species
found at Assouad all seem to be wild and, although some herding may already have taken
place, most of them were probably obtained through hunting. Hunting seems to have been
of extreme importance in levels VI-V at Assouad where almost three-quarters of the bones
recovered probably belong to wild animals. Pigs, cattle and particularly gazelles are now
most abundantly present, the latter species accounting for over 40% of the bones found. In
the upper levels, the percentage of gazelle bones sharply decreases to only 3.9 in level I.
The emphasis upon hunting and the concomitant disappearance of pottery and of
armatures de faucilles à dos convexe in levels VI-V at Assouad leads Helmer (1985:282) to the
conclusion that at this time the population of the site is replaced by another that
introduced a different economic organisation. However, others (e.g. Halstead and Jones
1980:106) have already pointed out that hunting, in combination with plant and mollusc
gathering, may have been of essential importance in times of dearth (wild animals and
plants serve as buffer resources). I suggest that levels VI-V at Assouad do not represent a
shift in population but a period of unfavourable living conditions, during which the
inhabitants of the site more heavily relied upon their surrounding wild resources.
Apparently a larger territorium was now exploited, requiring an increasingly mobile
population. However, after this intermezzo of as yet unknown duration, subsistence
strategies seem to return to 'normal' conditions on a sedentary basis; judging from the
faunal data, the topmost strata of occupation at the site hardly differ from the lower levels.
As already pointed out before, the absence of ceramics may perhaps be due to manners of
sampling.
At Tell Damishliyya both bones and plant remains have been recovered but so far
only the latter have been studied (Van Zeist et al. 1988). The plant remains are of mixed
origin and do not represent a specific activity or stage in crop processing. Cereals and
pulse seeds are predominant. Halstead (1981) has suggested that the cultivation of cereals
and pulses in small gardens on a more or less permanent basis could have provided the
bulk of both calorie and protein requirements of small Neolithic societies. In the case of
Damishliyya, the necessary vegetable food was probably obtained by dry farming in the
immediate vicinity of the site. Although dry farming is nowadays widely practised in the
area, the danger of crop failure due to fluctuations in annual precipitation is considerable.
It has, however, been suggested that in the early Holocene, ca. 9000-6000 B.C., climatic
conditions in northern Syria were more humid than today, thus providing a firmer basis
for dry farming (Van Zeist and Woldring 1980). Cereals include the larger part (about
70%) of the carbonised seeds recovered at Damishliyya. Emmer wheat (Triticum dicoccum)
is most abundantly present but other species of wheat (Triticum durum/aestivum) are found
as well. Einkorn wheat (Triticum manococcum), however, seems to be absent Two-rowed
barley (Hordeum distichum) is found, although in small quantities. Pulses make up about
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23% of the seeds found at Damishliyya and are represented by lentils, bitter vetch and,
particularly, peas. Linseed (Linum usitaiissimum) was also grown, either for the oil in its
seeds, or for the fibres used in the manufacture of flax for linen, or a combination of these
(Van Zeist et al. 1988:707).
Van Zeist et al. (1988:710) have pointed out that the crop-plant assortment at
Damishliyya closely resembles that of the, more or less contemporary, site of Ramad
(phase H), located in the Damascus basin of southwestern Syria. At both sites, emmer
wheat is predominant, followed by free-threshing wheat and hulled barley. Other parallels
are constituted by free-threshing barley, linseed, lentil and field pea. The main difference
between the sites is the relatively high proportion of bitter vetch at Damishliyya, whereas
this pulse crop is virtually absent at Ramad. In this respect, Damishliyya also differs from
late 7th millennium Bouqras in eastern Syria.
The 1988 soundings at Khirbet esh-Shenef have yielded a small sample of heavily
fragmented animal remains from the prehistoric levels; no plant remains have so far been
recovered. In total, 387 animal bones have been ascribed to the Halafian phases of
occupation1, about 28.4% of which could be identified as to species (Hendrichs 1990). The
remainder consisted of small to large mammal remains (69.6%) and mollusks (shells of
freshwater mussels and snails, 2.1 %). The variety of species is rather restricted, which may
be due either to sampling procedures (no sieving has thus far been carried out) or to some
kind of specialisation in animal management.
As for the identifiable fragment count, 44% consisted of caprine remains, most likely
all domestic (sheep probably being predominant). The small sample does not allow a
detailed mortality classification but the few ageable fragments (n = 12) suggest that about
one-third was killed between the age of one and two, the remainder between two and
three years old. Other probably domestic species like pig and cattle were each represented
by small numbers. Particularly cattle remains were extremely sparse, as only three
fragments were found (hardly 2.7% of the identifiable sample), and it may even be the case
that we are here dealing with the aurochs (Bos primigenius). Both domestic and wild cattle
are found at Halafian sites like Sabi Abyad (Van Wijngaarden-Bakker 1989), Shams ed-Din
(Uerpmann 1982), Çavi Tarlasi (Schäffer and Boessneck 1988) and Umm Qseir (Zeder and
Myler 1989). Pigs account for about 17% of the identifiable bone count and, to judge from
the rather small bone size, were most likely all domestic
Most interesting is the large amount of definitely wild animal remains at Khirbet
esh-Shenef, comprising about 36% of the identifiable sample. Particularly the onager
(Equus hemionus) is abundantly represented (32%), followed to a much lesser extent by the
gazelle (Gazella spec., 3%). In addition, a partial skeleton of a badger appeared which may,
however, be intrusive in the Halafian layer. The few age data suggests that the majority of
the equidae were killed at the age of three and older; one ageable gazelle fragment also
points into this direction (Hendrichs 1990). We have some, admittedly vague, indications
that wild animals predominate in the lower stratum 4 at Shenef, whereas in the upper
stratum 3 pigs seem to increase slightly in importance. Moreover, we have some evidence
Actually, the sample consisted of 485 fragments. However, 99 fragments belonged to the partially
preserved skeleton of a badger (Mats mêles) and is counted here as one element in order to avoid
overrepresentation.
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that the spatial distribution of faunal remains is not random per stratum but is
concentrated in specific areas; for example, in stratum 4 almost three-quarters of the
equidae remains stem from the various tholoi in trench C, these buildings hardly
containing ovicaprine and pig slaughter offal. Moreover, the other stratum 4 tholoi in the
neighbouring trench B have not yielded any animal remains at all. In the subsequent
stratum 3, 78% of the pig remains were found in one tholos, the other tholoi without any
bones at all. Heavily fragmented mammal remains, too, seem to be concentrated in specific
trenches which may be due to an intensive use of space resulting in secondary destruction.
These patterns perhaps indicate a variability in refuse deposition or post-depositional
processes (ibid.).
The high number of wild animals at Khirbet esh-Shenef is a surprising feature: at
most other Halafian sites domestic animals are predominant by far. Uerpmann (1982:44)
has already pointed out that a percentage of 2-20 of wild, hunted animals is to be
considered normal for Neolithic sites and that higher values require further consideration.
When taking into account that the closest parallels for the Shenef data are found at other
small-scale and shortly occupied settlements like Umm Qseir and Shams ed-Din, it may
very well be the case that in Halafian times subsistence strategies were pursued along
distinctly different lines with large, agrarian settlements on the one hand and small
'hunting stations' on the other hand. These traits will be explored in more detail in the
following discussion.
2 A Model of Halafian Farming in the Balikh Valley
I will now try to come to a reconstruction of Halafian subsistence economy and
subsistence strategies in the Balikh valley, on the basis of the ecological and artefactual
evidence from the excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad. Both the 1986 and the 1988 seasons of
field work have yielded vast quantities of animal bones and botanical remains, only part of
which have been processed thus far. The present study is initially based on the 1986
materials, of which all floral remains have been studied (Van Zeist and Waterbolk-Van
Rooijen 1989), but of which only part of the faunal remains have been processed in detail
(square P14 only; Van Wijngaarden-Bakker 1989). The vast bulk of floral and faunal
materials from the large-scale 1988 excavations awaits further study.
Below, first, the agricultural system will be reconstructed ('man-and-plant
relationships'), second, a discussion on animal maintenance is presented
('man-and-animal relationships'), and, finally, some attention will be given to subsistence
evidence from excavated sites outside the Balikh region.
2.1 Man-and-plant Relationships
2.1.1 The samples
During the 1986 season, 15 samples were retrieved by flotation for botanical analysis,
whereas during the 1988 season of excavation another 48 samples were collected. As
pointed out before, only the samples of the 1986 campaign have been studied in detail,
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two of which stem from so-called late Neolithic' or Balikh UIA levels on the northeastern
mound of Sabi Abyad (square T5), the remainder from Early Halaf or Balikh BIB strata of
both the northeastern and southeastern mounds (Van Zeist and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen
1989). Whilst occasionally plants (and animals) may have been consumed away from the
settlement, any model of subsistence is based upon the assumption that all animals and
plants eaten by the community were consumed within the settlement, i.e. that the present
set of data is representative.
2.1.2 The cultivated food plants
At present, there can be little doubt about the fully agrarian status of the later Neolithic
community at Sabi Abyad. Judging from the relative proportions of seeds recovered in
excavation, it seems that cereals, particularly emmer wheat (Triticum dicoccum), constituted
the main staple crop in the later Neolithic Balikh valley. Einkorn wheat (Triticum
monococcum and barley (Hordeum distichum) were grown only in modest quantities, and
perhaps occurred as admixtures in the emmer-wheat fields. Apart from having a tough
rachis, which retained the seeds in the ear until harvested, domesticated cereals in the
region probably strongly resembled their wild counterparts, in that they were winter
grains, adapted to an annual rainfall of over 200 mm and to clearly marked dry and wet
seasons (see, for example, Barker 1985:44). Nowadays, crops are sown as soon as the rains
start in autumn and are harvested in April or May, and probably these modern practices
do not differ much from those of antiquity. After the harvest, the land was probably left
fallow to restore its moisture and fertility content. Not only do climatic conditions prevent
continuous cropping, but uninterrupted cereal cultivation also rapidly exhausts most soils
(cereals make great demands upon the soil's main nutrients for plant growth: nitrogen,
phosphorus and potassium). In addition it affects soil structure and leads to weeds and
parasites (Barker 1985:44, 51). The renewal of soil fertility can be ensured by fallowing,
manuring, or, at least partially, by the introduction of crops like legumes (which transfer
nitrogen from the air into the soil). The predominance of emmer wheat may be due to its
tolerance to a wide variety of climatic and soil conditions, making fewer demands on the
mineral and chemical properties of the soil than some of the other cereals In addition, its
straw can be used for thatching and for littering livestock (ibid.:44-46).
Interestingly enough, the samples of emmer wheat collected from the Halaf strata
could be divided into two main types, viz. samples made up of virtually pure crop
remnants and samples consisting largely of waste fractions of crop processing. The latter
consisted mainly of spikelet forks and glume bases (resulting from the de-husking of
hulled wheat), intermingled with small numbers of wheat grains and field-weed seeds.
These weed seeds may have been removed from the crop together with the de-husking
waste, or may have become mixed with the latter before or after carbonisation. Other
samples are entirely of mixed origin, resulting, for example, from crop-cleaning and
crop-processing activities or accidental carbonisation during food preparation (Van Zeist
and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen 1989:332-33). Pure crop remains were found in bell-shaped
pits and, particularly, around some of the small circular buildings or tholoi. In 1986, and
again in 1988, thick layers of charred emmer wheat, each having an estimated volume of
several m3 and virtually free of field weeds, were found around some of the Level 3 tholoi
on the southeastern mound of Sabi Abyad. Most likely, this burnt wheat should be viewed
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as supplies originally stored in the tholoi but displaced after destruction by fire
(Akkermans 1989c:64ff). These crop remains consisted of threshed and cleaned but not yet
de-husked wheat. Van Zeist and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen (1989:332) have pointed out that
the large number of spikelet forks and glume bases may suggest that these emmer wheat
supplies consisted of whole spikelets, whereas the absence of culm remains may indicate
that only the ears had been plucked or cut in harvesting. This way of harvesting not only
led to a crop almost free of weeds, but also left the straw on the field, thereby creating
good grazing opportunities especially for cattle. However, the fairly large numbers of field
weeds in other samples suggest that grain was reaped low on the straw; in this case, field
weeds would have been brought to the settlement together with the crop, where the crop
was subsequently cleaned of contaminants.
Pulse crops seem to have been of minor importance at Tell Sabi Abyad. Lentil (Lens
culinoris) was definitely cultivated and so was field pea (Pisum sotivum), although in very
small quantities. A single specimen of bitter vetch (Vicia ervilia) appeared but since this
species also occurs as a field weed, it is unknown whether bitter vetch was cultivated or
not (Van Zeist and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen 1989:329). The importance of pukes seems to
have decreased in the course of time. Whereas at late 7th millennium Damishliyya, lentil,
bitter vetch and pea make up almost one-quarter of the recovered seeds, these species
account for only a few percent at Sabi Abyad about a millennium later. Legumes do not
only provide a welcome and protein-rich contribution to the diet variety, but also aid to
restore soil fertility. Barker (1985:46) points out that in traditional European agriculture,
peas and beans are grown as "break crops' elfter cereals to replenish the nitrogen content of
the soil, at the same time providing excellent animal feed in combination with barley.
Whether the latter may hold to some extent for the Neolithic communities of the Balikh
valley, its presence in a carbonised state within the communities and in ovens suggests
that it was grown for human consumption, too.
Linseed (Linum usitatissimum) was another subsidiary crop grown on a limited scale
around Sabi Abyad. Helbaek (1969) has suggested that in the lowlands of later 6th
millennium Mesopotamia flax was grown in irrigated fields, but its cultivation under
dry-farming conditions in southeastern Turkey and northwestern Syria must have started
somewhere in the late 7th millennium B.C., if not earlier (Van Zeist and Bakker-Heeres
1975:218). Both at Damishliyya and Sabi Abyad it was found only in limited quantities,
but, considering the use of linseed, one may wonder whether this species is not commonly
underrepresented in archaeological deposits. Linseed could have been grown for its
oleaginous seeds and for the fibre of the stem used in the manufacture of flax for linen,
and as such its chances of being carbonised would have been much smaller than, for
example, for cereals.
2.1.3 Wild plants and gathering
In addition to agricultural practices, the Sabi Abyad inhabitants were involved in the
small-scale gathering of wild fruits and nuts, as indicated by the occurrence of a few
nutshell remains and pips of pistachio (Pistada), almond (Amygdalus), prune (Prunus) and
fig (Ficus). Pistachio and almond belonged to the Taurus forest steppe in Turkey, north of
Sabi Abyad, and their scarce presence at our site may suggest that these wild fruit trees
were not found in the Balikh valley. Sites located near a pistachio-almond forest steppe,
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like Ramad and Ganj Dareh, have all yielded large numbers of nutshell remains (Van Zeist
and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen 1985:145).
In association with the wild and cultivated food plants, a considerable variety of
wild grasses, wild leguminous species and dock (Rumei) have appeared in the floral
samples at Sabi Abyad which may all have occurred as weeds in and near the cultivated
fields around Sabi Abyad. These grasses may have been brought to the settlement together
with the crops, or as parts of dung cakes used for fuel (Miller 1984; Bottema 1984).
Charcoal samples indicated that trees like poplar (Populus euphratica) and ash
(Fraxinus syriaca) must nave occurred naturally in the Balikh valley, particularly in the
marshy flood plain.
Whereas nuts and wild fruits will have constituted a welcome variation in the
agricultural diet, Barker (1985:48) suggests that wild plants of fallow land and wasteland
may also serve as a substitute for cereals in times of crop failure and famine (for example,
the dried rhizomes of reeds, abundantly present along the Balikh and its branches, may
occasionally have been used in this way). In addition, wild plants may have been collected
for medicinal purposes, for use in crafts, for the treatment of leather and wood, and for the
dying of textiles. Despite the lack of any clear evidence, there can be only little doubt that
matting, basket-making or textile-weaving was practised at Halafian Sabi Abyad. Matting
was found in Halafian burials at Arpachiyah and Tepe Gawra: at the former site an infant
had been laid in a mat-covered pit (Mallowan and Rose 1935:35), whereas at Gawra an
adult had been wrapped in a reed mat (Tobler 1950:121). In the Balikh valley, the earliest
impressions of reed matting on house floors thus far stem from mid-4th millennium Tell
Hammam et-Turkman, but in other regions similar impressions already appeared much
earlier, as evidenced, for example, by the 7th and 6th millennium sites of Jarmo, Hassuna,
Ali Kosh and Tepe Sabz (Braidwood and Howe 1960:46; Adovasio 1977,1983; Lloyd and
Safar 1945; Hole et al. 1969:220ff). At the latter two sites evidence of twilled and twined
basketry also appeared, whereas the gypsum 'white-ware' vessels found in excavation at,
for example, late 7th millennium Bouqras seem to have been shaped in baskets (Le Miere
1983:354). Fragments of white-ware vessels with similar basketry imprints were found
during our 1983 survey in the Balikh valley at the sites of Mounbatah and Tulul Breilat.
White-ware vessels do not appear in later 6th millennium contexts but the baskets of, for
example, reeds may still have been made in Halafian times. Evidence of wooden
containers have appeared at early 6th millennium Catal Hüyük in central-Anatolia
(Mellaart 1967), but may originally have had a much wider distribution (due to matters of
preservation, wood is found in limited quantities and in a carbonised state only at Near
Eastern sites). At Catal Hüyük true fragments of woven textiles of linen were also
uncovered (Ryder 1965), and possible weaving installations appeared at later 7th
millennium Bouqras in eastern Syria (P.A. Akkermans et al. 1981:499).
2.1.4 The role of cereals in antiquity: consumption and yields
Hardly any data are available for the average annual consumption of cereals in prehistoric
times. In most cases, estimates are derived from the probably comparable dietary
conditions of modern rural communities in the Near East. Thus, Johnson (1973:97ff), for
example, has suggested that barley consumption in late fourth millennium Khuzestan
(where barley constituted the main staple crop at this time) resembled that of modern
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Arab-Persian viUagers in the region, i.e. an average individual consumption of barley of
some 278 kg per year. Textual evidence from late 3rd millennium Mesopotamia points in
this direction as well, the minimal yearly subsistence allowance of barley being reckoned
at some 297 kg (Adams 1981:146; it should, however, be kept in mind that at that time, as
is the case nowadays, agricultural production was subordinated to complex
socio-economic regulation, which defined patterns of consumption to a considerable
degree). In contrast, Wright (1969:21) suggests that in the HiUa-Diwaniyah region of
southern Mesopotamia, a family of 6 persons uses about 600 kg of grain for consumption
per year, i.e. 100 kg per person a year. Voigt (1977:329ff and Table V) suggests that the
inhabitants of 6th millennium Hajji Firuz, located in the Ushnu-Solduz valley of western
Iran, stored an amount of wheat ranging between about 300 to 600 kg per household of
four persons. This estimate is based on the storage capacities in jars per household. Figures
presented by Kramer (1982:36ff and Table 2.3) for modern Iran and Turkey indicate an
annual wheat consumption per capita varying between about 120 and 438 kg, depending
on preferences and the availability of other food plants, and, to a limited extent, upon
wealth (better-off households eating more wheat). Compared with these figures, and
considering the fact that the actual household size at Hajji Firuz may have been larger
(Voigt 1977:331), it seems that Voigf s estimate of annual wheat consumption at Neolithic
Hajji Firuz is rather low, which may suggest that other resources contributed to the
inhabitant's diet to a considerable extent. As a starting point, the annual wheat
consumption at Halafian Sabi Abyad is set at 200 kg per person (see below).
The yields received from prehistoric farming are likewise speculative. No direct
evidence on prehistoric crop yields is available, and all estimates are initially based on,
possibly, comparable evidence of present-day agriculture in the regions involved. Modern
dry farming of wheat in Syria between 1967 to 1976 yielded an average of 753 kg/ha., the
yearly amount ranging from 438 kg/ha, in a lean year to 1238 kg/ha, in a good year (FAO
1982, Table 55). Kramer (1982, Table 2.3) mentions an average yield of wheat of 689 kg/ha,
for the years 1949-1966, whereas for Lebanon and Jordan an average yield of about 850
kg/ha, and 610 kg/ha, respectively is reported over the same period. As may be expected,
hydrological conditions and agricultural production are closely linked (De Brichambaut
and Wallen 1963:18; Russell 1988:71); thus, the eastern plains of Jordan, having a mean
annual precipitation of 250-300 mm, yield about 640 kg/ha., whereas in more arid zones,
with an average yearly rainfall below 250 mm, average yields are 400 kg/ha. (Russell
1988:71). For the village of Asvan in eastern Turkey, with an average precipitation of 350
mm, Hillman (1973:226-27) found that traditional wheat yields under dry-farming
conditions averaged 630 kg/ha. Flannery (1969:86-87) mentions an annual average of 410
kg wheat per hectare for Iranian Khuzistan and Kurdistan after 1945, although in good
years the yield may be as high as 1000 kg/ha. Dennell (1978:67) and Russell (1988:49) have,
among others, pointed out that crop yields have increased in the decades after World War
II, due to the introduction of mechanised farm machinery, chemical fertilisers and
pesticides. On the assumption that annual yields in prehistoric times were lower than in
modern days, and on the basis of the environmental conditions, an average yield of 600
kg/ha, of wheat is here assumed as an appropriate estimate of crop yields in the later
Neolithic Balikh valley.
214
T Subsistence
2.1.5 The areas of cultivation
Cultivation of emmer wheat and, to a lesser degree, other species of wheat and barley,
together with several pulses, took place in, probably small, gardens in the immediate
surroundings of the settlements. Evidently, the area of cultivation is defined by the
importance of cereals and other food plants in the diet and by the obtained yields, relative
to the available area of cultivation. On the basis of the data presented above, we may now
come to an estimate of the areas cultivated in antiquity.
Earlier it was assumed that Sabi Abyad may have contained a population varying
somewhere between 56 and 93 persons (see chapter 5). I have already expressed some
doubts as to whether these figures are not much too high, particularly when including the
available settlement evidence. If the excavated areas can be regarded as representative for
the site as a whole, it appears that each of the four or five mounds together constituting
Tell Sabi Abyad may have comprised only one extended house complex, each housing one
family or household. In this study, it is assumed as a basic premise that at a certain
moment in time Halafian Sabi Abyad was inhabited by five families only, together
consisting of a population of 50 persons at the most. Furthermore, an annual consumption
of 200 kg of wheat per person per annum is assumed (age and sex, and their associated
differences in nutritional requirements have not been taken into account), whereas
production is set at 600 kg/ha, per year. From these figures, it follows that each hectare of
cultivated land produced enough to feed three persons, or, in other words, that a
population of 50 persons required a cultivated area of about 17 ha. These figures do not
yet include allowances for fallow lands, reserves for seeds, losses in storage, or grain fed to
animals. Flannery (1969:88) points out that in modern Khuzistan every year around
three-quarters of all the arable land lies fallow, whereas Wright (1969:13) notes that on the
Mesopotamian alluvium at least half of the cultivable land lies fallow. Adams (1981:86)
brought forward some evidence that at least in 3rd millennium Mesopotamia a fallowing
system was an integral part of field cultivation, and Flannery (1969:88), thereby following
Helbaek (1969), suggests that fallowing was already practised in early 6th millennium
Khuzestan, as evidenced by the steady replacement of formerly predominant grasses and
legumes around the site of Ali Kosh by pasture plants like mallow (Malm), plantain
(Plantago), fumitory (Fumaria) and bedstraw (Galium). Assuming that practices of fallowing
occurred in the Balikh valley in later Neolithic times, we may at least double the need for
cultivated lands around Sabi Abyad.
In southern Iraq about 11% of the harvest is currently withheld for seeding (Poyck
1962:53; Wright 1969:21). In Roman and medieval Europe, in most cases up to one-fourth
or one-third of the harvest had to be kept for sowing (Sucher van Bath 1963; Barker
1985:50), and one may wonder whether the sowing rate in the ancient Near East was much
better. Here it is assumed than one-third of the annual crop had to be reserved for sowing.
Then there were the annual losses in storage as well, which may have put considerable
restrictions upon the yields available for consumption. Contemporary evidence from the
southern Mesopotamian plains suggests that at least 25% of the crop is lost in storage due
to mice and fungi infestation (Wright 196951; Adams 1981:86; see also Grigg 1988:131ff).
An additional 16% is nowadays set aside for animal food (Poyck 1962:53), and, although
the Balikh basin may have provided sufficient potential for year-round pasture, a similar
percentage is reserved for animal feeding. When taking all these factors into account, it
seems that a community of 50 persons would require an agricultural area (both cultivated
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and fallow) of about 133 ha, i.e. around 2.7 ha. per person. In addition, lands must have
been set aside, although in much smaller amounts, for other forms of cultivation. Actually,
the figures mentioned may be too high; when combining the amount of wheat assumed to
have been eaten at later Neolithic Sabi Abyad (200 kg per person), the calorific value of
wheat (3340 kcalories per kg; Flannery 1969, Table 3), and the estimated minimum
requirements of 2000 kcalories per person per day, it follows that the assumed amount of
wheat consumed at Sabi Abyad would be enough to cover the calorific requirements per
person during 11 months of the year. When taking into account that other sources of food
existed (legumes, meat and other anomal products), which may have contributed to the
diet to a considerable extent, it seems that smaller areas of cereal cultivation were actually
required to fulfil subsistence needs. Even when accepting the figures mentioned, it is
evident that only a restricted area in the vicinity of Sabi Abyad was brought under
cultivation, i.e. a circle having a radius of about 650 m from the centre of Sabi Abyad.
2.1.6 Labour costs of cereal cultivation
The cultivation of cereals necessitates large investments in labour, which includes the field
tasks of soil preparation, sowing and harvesting, the initial processing tasks of cleaning,
threshing and winnowing, and the final processing tasks of storage and milling by
grinding or pounding (Russell 1988:113). Actually, labour requirements are not constant
throughout the year; the main input of labour is demanded during short periods of the
year only, i.e. during the critical days of sowing and reaping (Wright 1969:22; Dennell
1978:102; Barker 1985:43). Even if labour is adequately used, shortage of manpower is
regularly experienced in traditional agriculture (Dennell 1978:102). During sowing and
harvesting social groups at all levels closely co-operate, sharing tasks and responsibilities,
and some sort of labour organisation can also be inferred for the small, later Neolithic
communities in the Balikh. The workforce was probably based on family ties to begin
with, but in order to cope effectively with manpower available, in days of obvious labour
shortage, the close co-operation and mutual assistance of the community's social units was
required. Most recently, Russell (1988:113ff) has discussed the field-labour costs of cereal
cultivation under hand tillage, based upon historical and ethnographic data as well as on
modern experiments. The arguments brought forward by Russell may well hold for late
6th millennium Sabi Abyad as well, and allow a rough estimate of labour requirements for
fanning around the site.
It is suggested that early cereal cultivation involved the use of hand-tillage
implements like digging sticks, hoes, spades or foot-ploughs. No direct evidence of these
implements has been found, but since all were probably made of perishable materials their
absence is not unexpected. Russell (1988:115) suggests that hand tillage using digging
sticks or primitive hoes requires a labour input of at least 350 hours/ha. In other words,
and when assuming an effective working day of about 10 hours, the tilling of one hectare
required the work of one man through 35 days. When using some kind of foot-plough,
labour costs could be halved. If we assume that half of the population at Sabi Abyad was
involved in field labour (leaving out the young, the old, the sick, and those members of the
community involved in other tasks), it seems that hand tilling of 66.5 ha. would require
about 93 days of labour, or, in the case of ploughing, about 46 days. Davidson (1977)
suggests that the zones of heavy soils inhabited in the Halaf period could be farmed
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efficiently only by employing animals for traction, and he considers the widespread
distribution of Halaf settlements to have been a result of plough agriculture, among other
things (this view is also held by Watson and LeBlanc, in press). Primitive ploughs of
wood, drawn by yoked oxen, were definitely known in 4th millennium Mesopotamia, and
there is no a priori reason why simple ards may not already have been used in earlier
times. However, when considering the distribution of 7th and early 6th millennium
villages in the same areas later occupied by Halafian communities, there is no reason to
accept Davidson's suggestion that plough agriculture was necessarily a Halafian
invention. It must, however, be stressed that at present there is no evidence for plough
agriculture whatsoever in Neolithic times (including the Halaf period).
Sowing was probably carried out as soon as the rains started in autumn. Basing
himself on 19th century sources, Russell (1988:115) suggests that sowing required a labour
input of about 3-3.5 hours/ha. In the case of a field labour force of 25 persons (half of the
population), working 10 hours per day, the sowing of 66.5 ha. of land could thus be
finished in one day. Whether harrowing was practised is unknown. For Roman
agriculture it is reported that harrowing was not required on good soil and with efficient
ploughing (White 1965:103); here I simply assume that no harrowing was carried out.
However, when harrowing was practised after all, then the actual labour requirements
would increase considerably, as harrowing is labour intensive. Russell suggests that both
sowing and harrowing under hand tillage requires about 80 hours/ha.; in the case of 66.5
ha. to be worked, and considering our labour potential of 25 persons and a working day of
10 hours, this would mean 21 days of work. Using animals for traction of brush or board
harrows, however, may have reduced labour costs considerably.
In traditional societies, harvesting time is by far the busiest time of the year. To
avoid the risk of considerable crop losses, harvesting should be completed within two to
three weeks (Adams 1965:13ff; Dennell 1978:102). Several ways of harvesting may have
been practised in later Neolithic times, uprooting and/or reaping by means of sickles
probably being the most common.
Uprooting nowadays is still practised in some parts of Syria, although less and less,
e.g. around the village of Busra in the Hawran region (Kadour and Seeden 1983; Seeden
and Wilson 1984). Uprooting is done either by hand or with a blunt, long-handled sickle
(Hillman 1984:118). In traditional Turkish agriculture, the latter implement is preferred (1)
to avoid the tiresome squatting position while harvesting, particularly in the case of short
crops like barley, and (2) when normal sickles or scythes cannot be used, e.g. when
normally tall wheat crops have grown very short during periods of drought. Today, both
men and women are involved in uprooting, and, with hand uprooting, even the youngest
children assist in the field work (ibid.). Hillman points out that in Turkey and the Levant it
was mainly the short barley and pulse crops which were uprooted, although in some
regions wheats, too, were gathered by uprooting.
There can be little doubt that reaping by means of sickles was practised at Halafian
Sabi Abyad, for sickle blades of flint were commonly found in the various Levels of
occupation (Copeland 1989). Reaping can be done either low or high on the straw, the
main reason being whether or not there is a want for straw in the settlement, e.g. for
fodder, fuel or tempering of ceramics. Hillman (1984:119) suggests that reaping high on
the straw is done when (1) there is no need for straw, (2) when the farmer needs the straw,
e.g. for thatching, but uses a threshing method involving severe fragmentation, and (3)
when spatial circumstances prohibit large-scale processing (reaping low on the straw leads
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to an enormous bulk of straw near the threshing and winnowing floor). Evidently, leaving
the straw on the field also creates good grazing facilities, especially for cattle, whereas it
also yields crops more or less free from field weeds, thus reducing cleaning demands.
Whenever there is a need for straw in the settlement, the decision of reaping high on the
straw inevitably requires considerable extra labour for harvesting the straw.
At Sabi Abyad, large, burnt supplies of wheat were found in excavation, and Van
Zeist and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen (1989:332) have suggested, on account of the absence of
culm remains among these wheats, that in harvesting only the ears had been picked or cut,
leaving the straw on the field. On the other hand, the fairly large amounts of field weeds
in other samples suggest that grain was reaped low on the straw (field weeds brought to
the settlement together with the crop). This may also occur when the crop is short, e.g. as a
result of drought; in order not to miss the lowest ears, one has to reap low (Dalman
1933:37). Hillman (1984:119; see also Hillman 1981:151) points out that, among the more
primitive wheats, the height of wheat ears can differ considerably, forcing one to reap
below the lowest ear, with the result that ears are harvested with the straw attached. This
fact may also account, at least partially, for the appearance of weeds in the settlement.
Another possibility is that weeds unsuitable for human consumption were brought in
unintentionally, as parts of dung cakes used for fuel. In present-day circumstances, dung
is frequently gathered for fuel due to the scarcity of other sources of fuel (wood) in many
parts of the Near East. This explains at least part of the charred seeds found (Miller 1984;
Bottema 1984).
In the case of later Neolithic Sabi Abyad, the restricted evidence does not allow any
definite conclusions as to which procedure of harvesting was followed, but at present I am
inclined towards the option of reaping high on the straw. Apart from the botanical
arguments just mentioned, one may wonder what needs for straw at Sabi Abyad may
have existed. As a source of fuel, straw is highly inefficient, for it bums rapidly and
produces only little heat when compared with, for example, wood or dung. Since animals
were kept in considerable numbers at Sabi Abyad (see below), dung could easily and with
little labour (nowadays children in particular are involved in dung collecting) be gathered
in and around the settlement, while wood could be obtained with few difficulties along
the Balikh or the Nahr Turkman (most likely, the latter originally took its course in the
immediate vicinity of Sabi Abyad). Considering the small size of the settlement, there was
probably little urgent need for vast quantities of straw for thatching or the like
(replacement of buildings most likely took place infrequently over the course of years);
reeds, moreover, available in almost unlimited amounts along the watercourses, may have
provided an alternative (nowadays, reeds are used almost exclusively for roofing in
traditional architecture in the Balikh region). The use of straw for the tempering of
ceramics must also have been highly limited, considering the fact that the vast majority of
the ceramics was mineral-tempered (Akkermans 1989d). Thus, whenever straw was
harvested at Sabi Abyad, the most obvious reason for collecting seems to have been its use
as fodder. Hillman (1984:119) points out that, in comparison with other cereals, wheat
straw is the least nutritious, and one may suggest that, in the case of Sabi Abyad, it was
barley (present in small quantities in the carbonised seed sample) which was grown for
animal fodder. However, considering the small scale of later Neolithic settlement, the
number of animals to feed must have been limited (see below) and one may wonder
whether there was any true need for additional feed, since the vast areas of natural pasture
around the site probably provided enough food for the small flocks, even during the hot
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and dry summers. In the Balikh valley, additional feeding seems to be superfluous in
autumn and winter, for then the rains cause a rapid regeneration of the plant cover and
provide ample opportunities for grazing. Shortages of food may occur in summer, but can
partly be counterbalanced by leaving the straw on the field for grazing. Finally, whenever
there was a need for additional feeding in summer, it seems, in terms of labour, highly
inefficient to harvest straw when animals could easily obtain it themselves (the only
advantage of harvesting apparently being a control over the distributed amounts).
The labour requirements of harvesting are unfortunately poorly documented, only
few data being available for reaping by means of sickles. In Roman Italy, one person using
a metal sickle could harvest one hectare of cereals in 5.9 days (White 1965:105), whereas in
13th century Britain about 5.5 days were required (Slicher van Bath 1963:183-84). In 17th
century North America, too, the harvesting of one hectare required the work of one person
through about 6 days (White 1965:105-106). But in Pakistan harvesting required 12.4 days
per hectare in 1961, although it is not said what kind of reaping implement was used
(ibid.). Lerche (1968) has observed that in modern Iran a person using an iron sickle could
reap one hectare in two days, whereas Soviet experiments have shown that a person using
a modern metal sickle with a fine sawtooth edge would need 8.8 days when working 10
hours/day, or 5.8 days when working 15 hours/day (Korobkova 1981340). Earlier,
Steensberg (1943:10ff) reported on his experiments with modem Slovakian and Galician
metal sickles, showing that, when using these implements for reaping barley, harvesting of
one hectare would require between 10.4 and 8.8 days of work, in the case of a working day
of 10 hours, or between 6.9 and 5.8 days in the case of a working day of 15 hours. When
assuming that the productivity of sickles did not become less in modern days, both
Steensberg's and Korobkova's data, when compared with those presented earlier, suggest
that harvesting in Roman, medieval and pre-industrial Europe actually required long
working days, i.e. around 15 hours a day (actually, Steensberg's experiments with copies
of Roman and Viking sickles have confirmed this view). As for the productivity and
associated labour requirements of sickles with flint or obsidian inserts, our sole
information comes from Steensberg's (1943) and Korobkova's (1981) replication studies.
Dennell (1978:102) suggests, although without proper argumentation, that one person
using a flint sickle can reap one hectare of cereal in 4 days, whereas Wright (1969) assumes
that 6 days are required (although he does not mention what kind of sickle was used).
When compared with the data just mentioned on metal sickles, it seems that Dennell's and
Wright's estimates are far from realistic. Russell (1988:115ff and Table 20) has recently
summarised Steensberg's and Korobkova's experiments and suggests that, in prehistoric
times, the actual time required for reaping was about 15 to 42 days per hectare, when
working 10 hours a day and depending upon the kind of sickle used and the density of the
crop. In the case of a 15-hour working day, harvesting of one hectare required between 10
and 28 days of work. In view of these apparent long hours required, and their
considerable impact upon Neolithic fanning possibilities (when taking into account that
harvesting has to be completed within a limited period, it follows that the higher the
reaping demands, the smaller the area which can be brought under cultivation), it seems
worthwhile to discuss Steensberg's and Korobkova's studies in more detail.
Steensberg (1943:10ff), interested in the effectivity of sickles with flint inserts for
reaping com, made reproductions of various kinds of north European sickles and tested
them under uniform conditions in fields of two-rowed barley. Apart from an exact copy of
the Stenild sickle (a wooden sickle with the blade hafted perpendicularly to the shaft) and
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a straight-edged and unhafted flint sickle (perhaps better termed: reaping knife), all
implements had a crescentic haft of wood, and were provided with flint blades of similar
shape but different edges. Steensberg's experiments have shown that, depending upon the
kind of implement used, between 0.5 and 0.8 m2 of barley could be harvested per minute.
When working 10 hours a day, reaping one hectare would then require between 20.8 and
33.3 days; in the case of 15 hours of work per day, between 13.9 and 22.2 days would be
needed.
Korobkova's study (1981) is based upon the replication of sickles found in 4th and
3rd millennium settlements in Soviet Central Asia, the Ukraine, the Caucasus and the
Balkan. Seventeen types of sickles or harvesting knives were made. Wood and bone were
used for handles, and pieces of flint and obsidian as inserts. The latter were all without
signs of wear, some of them coming from excavations, others being newly made. Hafting
was done by means of natural resinous substances, like tar with an admixture of sand, or
the juice of cherry, plum and pear trees mixed with water. The hafts were either straight,
slightly curved or crescent-shaped, and the number, shape and kind of inserts varied per
type. Subsequently each kind of reaping implement was repeatedly tested by a number of
persons in harvesting wheat, and average labour requirements (time per sq.m) of each tool
were recorded (ibid.:340). In terms of productivity, three groups of harvesting tools
emerged: (1) tools allowing the reaping of 0.4-0.5 m2/minute, (2) tools allowing the
reaping of 0.6-0.7 m2/minute, and (3) tools enabling the reaping of 0.9-1.1 m2/minute
(ibid.:342). Table 6.1 summarises the approximate labour requirements for the harvesting
of one hectare of wheat, in the case of a working day of 10 and 15 hours respectively. The
least productive were straight harvesting knives with multiple-part blades (group 1),
whereas a late Tripolye-like sickle, slightly curved in shape and with a large sawtooth
blade, turned out to be the most effective (group 3). Early Tripolye and Karanovo-type
sickles with fine-toothed and large-toothed blades made up of four or five inserts,
represented the intermediate group (group 2). Korobkova points out that her findings
agree closely with those of Steensberg, except in one respect: the productivity of the flint
harvesting knife. Whereas Steensberg suggests that it had a productivity of 0.7 m2 per
minute, Korobkova's experiments showed that it was only half as effective (ibid.:342-43).
From the data presented above, it appears that the harvesting of one hectare of
cereals requires about 5 or 6 days' work when using a metal sickle and when working long
days (15 hours). However, when using a sickle with flint or obsidian inserts, it seems that
the actual time requirement should at least be doubled, each hectare demanding at least 10
Group
1:0.4-05
sq.m/min.
10.6-0.7
sq.m/min.
3:0.9-1.1
sq.m/min.
sq.m in 10 hours
240-300
360-420
540-660
days per ha
41.7-33.3
27.8-23.8
185 - 1S.2
sq.m in IS hours
360-450
540-630
810-990
days per ha
27.7-22.2
185-15.9
123-10.1
Table 6.1
Labour Requirements of One Person in Reaping wheat with a Flint or Obsidian Sickle,
According to Experiments by Korobkova (1981).
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to 12 days of hard work by one person (it is stressed that in the data mentioned no periods
of rest are included).
When accepting the figures mentioned earlier on the size of the area cultivated
around Sabi Abyad at a certain moment, i.e. 66.5 ha., it follows that (in the case of a
three-week harvest time, when working 15 hours a day and when using some developed
form of sickle) at least 32 persons would have been required for reaping, i.e. two-thirds of
the population. In less optimistic circumstances, it seems that almost every member of the
community, from the very young to the very old, had to be roped in in field work in order
to bring in the harvest. When taking the harvest demands into account, it therefore seems
that, whenever 66.5 ha. of land were under cultivation, labour shortages would be a
frequent problem. Evidently, one way of reducing the problems caused by labour
shortages is to improve the agricultural technology. Thus, for example, the use of
advanced metal sickles would allow faster reaping (Russell 1988:115, however, points out
that some early forms of metal sickles were not necessarily more efficient than developed
forms of sickles with stone inserts). However, although it has been repeatedly claimed that
metal was known in Halafian communities around 4500 B.C., the number of metal
artefacts that might serve as conclusive evidence is extremely scanty (a piece of lead is said
to come from the TT6 Burnt House at Arpachiyah, see Mallowan and Rose 1935:103-104;
metal (copper) is also reported from Yarim Tepe II; Merpert et al. 1976:53).
2,1.7 Production capacity
From the above it follows that, at least during harvest time, in contrast to our earlier
assumption, more than one half of the population had to be involved in field labour.
Indeed, this conclusion is not unlikely, considering the ultimate importance of land tillage
in traditional agricultural communities; it may well be that every member of the
community able to do some labour (and not involved in other urgent duties) was actually
put to work on the fields in harvest time. On the other hand, almost complete fulfilment of
subsistence needs (but without surplus production) by means of dry farming in later
Neolithic context would only have been possible if the conditions of production were
optimal, and one may wonder whether these optimal circumstances were achieved in
reality. As was argued before, any setback would lay a considerable burden upon the
community, particularly during harvest time. Thus, for example, whenever the harvest
had to be brought in within a shorter period than the three weeks thus far assumed, or if
the reaping technology was less developed, labour requirements may easily have beyond
the communities' capacities. Although it cannot be proven, it is thought that around a
settlement like Sabi Abyad smaller areas were actually brought under cultivation than the
66.5 ha. earlier suggested. In our earlier calculations, half the population is assumed to
have been involved in field work; in this case, within a harvest season of three weeks and
with the use of advanced sickles, about 35 ha. could be harvested within an effective
working day of 10 hours, or 52.7 ha. when reaping for 15 hours a day2.
2 According to Russell (1988:115 ff and Table 20). See also p. 219 in this study.
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In this manner, at least 21,000 kg of wheat could be harvested each year (35x600 kg/ha.),
and at most 31,620 kg (52.7x600 kg/ha.). In the case of a population of 50 persons, and
minus the losses in storage and the reserves for seed and animal feed, it follows that the
annual amount available for consumption ranged between at least 107.8 kg per person to
at most 162.3 kg per person3. In terms of nutritional values, this would mean that cereals
would account for at least 49.3% to at most 74.3% of the minimum calorific requirements
per person per year4. This view implies that extensive cereal cultivation did not meet
completely the food requirements of later Neolithic communities, and other sources of
food (animals, wild plants) must have contributed to the diet to a considerable extent.
Depending upon the importance of these other food sources, it follows that later Neolithic
agriculture was hardly or never able to produce any surpluses and, consequently, other
means of 'banking' to survive lean years must have existed. Considering the restricted
evidence for wild food plants at Sabi Abyad, it seems that livestock mainly fulfilled this
role5.
However, some other hypotheses can be brought forward as well, each restricting
the actual amount of labour required: (1) the crop yield per area cultivated may have been
higher than assumed here, (2) the agricultural technology may have been at a much higher
level than assumed. As the possibility of metal artefacts is excluded, the most likely
solution in this case would be that irrigation agriculture was practised. Irrigation
increases the yields per cultivated area and thus reduces the total area of cultivation
required.
Calculated as follows:
yield per ha. = 600 kg.
loss in storage is 25% (= 200 kg), reserve for seed is 33% (= 150 kg) and reserve for animal feed is 16%
(= 96 kg), which leaves 154 kg/ha, for consumption.
minimum harvest of 35 ha: 35 ha. x 154 kg/ha, for consumption = 5390 kg available in total for
consumption, or, in case of population = 50 persons: 5390/50 = 107.8 kg per person.
Maximum harvest of 52.7 ha: 52.7 x 154 kg/ha, for consumption = 8115.8 kg available in total for
consumption, or, in case of population = 50 persons: 8115.8/50 = 162 J kg per person.
Calculated as follows:
Minimum calorific output is: 107.8 kg x 3340 kcal/kg = 360,052 kcal. Maximum calorific output is:
1623 kg x 3340 kcal/kg = 542,082 kcal.
Minimum calorific requirements per person per year 365 x 2000 per day = 730,000 kcal.
Minimum calorific output in % per person is: 360,052/730,000 = 49.3%. Maximum calorific output
in % per person is: 542,082/730,000 = 74.3%.
At this point, the risk of circular reasoning is obvious; it should not be concluded from the above that
population had grown beyond the number that their agricultural system could support. If one assumes
that the agricultural system could feed only part of the population and that the population should
decrease to increase the amount of food per person, it follows that the labour force would decrease as
well. This would entail that smaller areas of land were cultivated, which would, once again, mean less
food, etc. (spiral of decline!).
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2.1.8 Irrigation agriculture
In Mesopotamia, some form of low-intensity irrigation agriculture was definitely practised
in the later 6th millennium B.C. This is suggested by botanical evidence from the Samarran
sites of Tell es-Sawwan and Chogha Mami (Helbaek 1964,1972; see also Gates 1973; Dates
and Dates 1976). Around Tell es-Sawwan, the fields were most likely to be found in the
Tigris flood plain, where agriculture was probably conducted on the basis of seasonal
flooding. Helbaek (1964:47) suggests that the poor size of the cereal grains makes regular
canalization improbable. At Chogha Mami, on the other hand, true evidence for an early
canal system was found (Dates and Dates 1976:128ff). Along the northern side of the
mound ran a number of small channels, about two metres in width and stratigraphically
associated with the Samarran levels of occupation within the settlement. On the south side
of the mound, parts of a much larger channel were exposed, approximately 10 metres in
width, and, on the basis of the ceramics found in its fill, again of Samarran date. This latter
canal, with some local realignments to compensate for silting and a rising land level,
continued to be used through the 5th and probably 4th millennia B.C., as evidenced by
ceramics recovered from its top fill (ibid.:132). Chogha Mami clearly illustrates that at least
by the middle of the 6th millennium B.C. small-channel irrigation was practised in Iraq,
whereas before 5000 B.C. substantial lateral canals were in use. At present, no direct
evidence is available that similar practices were conducted in the regions further north,
inhabited by Halafian communities. For a long time, it has been argued that Samarra
society, at least in chronological terms, preceded Halaf, but at present we have convincing
evidence from various sites that, at least for part of the cultural sequence, both kinds of
societies lived next to each other. Ceramic evidence from Tell Sabi Abyad suggests that
Samarran influences were felt to a considerable degree during the early stages of the Halaf
period, Halaf pottery perhaps even being some kind of local answer to continual Samarran
impulses from the south (Akkermans 1989d). Even if we assume that irrigation agriculture
was essentially a Samarran invention, or, more correctly, adaptation to local
environmental conditions, there is no a priori reason why Halafian communities should
not have made use of similar techniques. Indeed, Samarran sites are mainly located in
regions on the margin and outside the area where dry fanning was regularly successful,
and irrigation was required here to secure subsistence needs and permanent settlement.
Environmental conditions along the northern fringes of the Fertile Crescent (the homeland
of Halaf society) may easily have fulfilled subsistence needs by means of dry farming,
provided that agricultural technology was in an advanced state or that the labour
reservoir was large enough to allow large-scale cultivation of the lands. In modern Iraq,
the dry-farming regions in the north constitute the country's granary, despite the fact that
southern irrigation agriculture produces yields 1.5 or 2 times as large per hectare as those
of the north. The obvious explanation is that the total production varies proportionally
with the amount of land brought under cultivation, or, to put it simply: sow more land,
reap more crop (Weiss 1983:40). Evidently, whereas this may be true for modern
mechanised farming, it is far from obvious in prehistoric times. Judging from our
calculations for the Balikh region, both technology and labour potential allowed only
limited areas to be brought under cultivation in later Neolithic times.
The size and distribution of Halafian sites in the Balikh valley (see chapter 5) suggest
that (1) most Halafian sites are (very) small, (2) virtually all sites are located near wadis,
the Balikh or its major branches, and (3) most sites are found in the northern part of the
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valley and only few in the south. As pointed out before, the southern Balikh basin is
nowadays, as it probably was in later Neolithic times, a marginal region not suited for dry
farming. During the later 7th and early 6th millennium, these southern lands were
virtually devoid of permanent settlement but around 5000 B.C. the region seems to be
resettled (although on a restricted scale). If agriculture was practised on a regular scale
here, it seems that some kind of irrigation was required. The location of the sites near
watercourses, however, raises another possibility, i.e. natural, seasonal flooding. Earlier it
has already been pointed out that rainfall in late autumn and winter, and, in addition,
meltwater from the Taurus mountains in spring, causes the transport of vast quantities of
water from the surrounding plateaus and the Turkish hinterland into the valley, flooding
large parts of the countryside. Nowadays, the river discharge is low, due to extreme
pumping for irrigation purposes, but as soon as pumping stops the Balikh level rises
considerably. When the water comes from the hinterland, the river floods its banks. While
the poorly drained wetlands of the flood plain are unsuited for agriculture and constitute
areas for pasture, the surroundings of the watercourses have a higher moisture content
than those further away. Similarly, on a micro-level, average crop yields may be higher
here than in those areas further away from the water, perhaps approaching those obtained
from irrigation agriculture or dry farming in regions with a high annual precipitation. In
this respect, the picture of mean crop yields, previously used for calculation, may be a
distorted one, in that it accounts for vast areas of cultivation, some lands yielding high
outputs, others (in drier or otherwise more marginal areas) yielding low outputs.
Evidently, when population was small, only limited areas were required, and the best
areas (i.e. those expected to yield the highest output) could be selected.
If we accept the possibility that the Halafian communities in the Balikh valley were
involved in irrigation agriculture or carefully selected the lands for cultivation, they may
have been able to obtain average annual yields 1.5 or 2 times as large as those earlier
suggested here (e.g. Weiss 1983:40). In this respect, our earlier assumed labour force of 25
persons would be able to bring in a considerable surplus of cereals. When again assuming
a three-week harvest time, a working day of 15 hours and the use of some advanced kind
of sickle, these 25 persons may have been able to harvest 52.7 ha., and consequently it
follows that, in the most favourable case (yields as high as 1200 kg/ha.), 63,240 kg of
wheat could have been brought in (52.7 ha. x 1200 kg/ha.). In this case, the average annual
amount of wheat available for consumption would be 689.3 kg per person (in the case of a
population of 50 persons and assuming that, as in the case of dry fanning, around 25% of
the harvest would be lost in storage, but that reserves for seed and animal fodder would
remain the same as under dry-farming conditions, i.e. 150 kg/ha, and 96 kg/ha,
respectively). Taking our speculations one step further, these figures may even imply that,
in terms of calorific requirements and calorific yields obtained, a surplus of as much as
470.7 kg per person was harvested6! In the same manner, it appears that when yields were
Calculated as follows:
689.3 kg per person available for consumption.
Calorific output available per person is: 689.3 kg x 3340 kcal/kg = 2,302,262 kcal.
Calorific requirements per person per year: 365 x 2000 kcal = 730,000 kcal.
Surplus: 2^02,262 minus 730,000 = 1,572^ 62 kcal., or 470.7 kg.
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1.5 times as large as those obtained in dry farming (i.e. 900 kg/ha.), the average annual
amount available for consumption per person would have been 452.2 kg, thus yielding a
surplus of 233.6 kg per person.
It therefore seems that if the importance of cereals in the diet was larger than
assumed thus far, or if surpluses of cereals were required, some kind of irrigation (either
artificial or natural) had to be practised by the Halafian communities in order to increase
their agricultural production. However, intensified agriculture increases the production
per unit of land, but, at the same time, decreases the individual productivity per unit of
labour (e.g. Smith and Young 1972:14). On the basis of ethnographic evidence, it has
repeatedly been suggested that, whenever possible, traditional subsistence economy is
practised in terms of minimum of effort (Nye and Greenland 1960:129; Clarke 1966:357), or
as Smith and Young (1972:16) have put it: "Primitive cultivators do not deliberately try to
produce additional or surplus food by changing from one cropping system to another. All
things being equal, they prefer to use the system that gives them the highest output per
man-hour, thus maximizing their leisure periods, which can be spent in activities such as
hunting, warfare, ceremony, or loafing, and to keep the amount of hard labor down to a
minimum even if it entails a period of hunger later on in the year". It thus seems that
changes in modes of production are not the result of a voluntary decision simply to
produce more food, but stem from definite needs; some kind of stimulus is necessary to
force traditional communities to change their strategies of subsistence, this stimulus being,
for example, population growth (Boserup 1965, 1981; Smith and Young 1972), changing
environmental conditions (Moore 1983), or political pressure (Adams 1966). At present, we
have hardly any evidence that Halafian society in the Balikh valley actually faced some
sort of major social or environmental pressure to change or intensify their modes of
subsistence. In terms of minimum of effort, it is expected that no deliberate agricultural
intensification or change from dry farming to irrigation agriculture took place, although
restricted intensified cultivation on naturally flooded lands may obviously have been a
regular practice.
2.1.9 Storage and storage facilities
Whether or not the Halafian communities in the Balikh valley were involved in intensified
agriculture, it will be clear from the foregoing that considerable quantities of cereals were
stored. In the light of our earlier calculations and assumptions, it seems that under
dry-farming conditions an amount ranging between about 21 and 31 tonnes of cereals
were brought to the settlement, although in optimal conditions this bulk may have been
considerably larger. In the case of irrigated cereal cultivation, even quantities up to 62
tonnes or more had to be stored. Evidently, these amounts required considerable storage
facilities and, most likely, a complex organisation.
Cereals can be stored in various manners, depending on the state of processing. On
the one hand, grain (apart from the quantities required for sowing) can be stored as a
biologically inert end product in the form of, for example, flour and bread, whereas on the
other hand it can be stored in a biologically active state in the form of separate grains, ears
or sheaves (Sigaut 1988). It is, however, felt that the first possibility can be safely rejected;
not only do at least some of the finished products not keep well, but it seems that
processing of the whole harvest could hardly be done at once in later Neolithic times.
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Artefactual evidence suggests that at Sabi Abyad only small hand mortars and pestles
were in use. When stored in a processed stage/ it seems more likely that the grain was
parboiled, i.e. soaked in hot water and subsequent dried before pounding or milling. In
modern days, parboiled wheat or bulgur is commonly found over large parts of the Near
East, and this practice may actually have a long history. Most likely, cereals at Sabi Abyad
and related communities were stored in a biologically active state. Sigaut (1988:6) points
out that living grain can be stored in various manners, each having specific physical
constraints and requirements:
1 grain in bulk, i.e. threshed and winnowed;
2 grain in bulk with chaff, i.e. threshed but not winnowed;
3 ears, unthreshed but separated from the culms;
4 ears, with the culms still attached but not bound;
5 sheaves, i.e. ears with culms bound together.
It seems that the second technique was used at Sabi Abyad; it is recalled that during
excavation vast quantities of burnt emmer wheat were found around some of the Level 3
tholoi, threshed and cleaned but not yet de-husked. At this point the question arises of
where to store the vast bulk of cereals.
In the literature it has been repeatedly suggested that bell-shaped and other types of
pits were used for grain storage at Halafian sites, but the evidence is far from decisive. At
the site of Yarim Tepe II a considerable number of both bell-shaped and cylindrical pits
appeared in the lower level VUL Two of the bell-shaped examples had a diameter (at the
opening) of about 1.00 m and a depth of about 1.50 m but two others, although with a
similar diameter, were 2.95 m and 3.60 m deep respectively. The excavators have
suggested that the deep pits served as wells or as water reservoirs, but that the smaller
ones were perhaps used for the storage of food products (Merpert et al. 1978:37). The fill of
the various pits, however, contained merely rubbish (sherds, bones, quern fragments, etc.)
and did not give any definite indication of their original purpose. Occasionally cylindrical
pits were found in circular buildings, thus forming cellar-like areas which may also have
been used for storage (Munchaev and Merpert 1973:10-11). At Arpachiyah, a circular pit is
said to have been used for grain storage, this on the basis of a pot containing grains of
emmer wheat found in this pit (Mallowan and Rose 1935:15). It is, however, evident that
merely the contents of this pot cannot define the use of the pit. The presence of barley
remains in the so-called 'well' at Arpachiyah led Mallowan to the conclusion that this
feature, too, might have served as a granary at a time when it was no longer in use as a
water-supply (ibid.). Nevertheless, despite the lack of firm evidence, it seems quite
realistic to assume a storage function for these bell-shaped pits (Peters 1979, but see
particularly Reynolds 1974 for an extensive discussion on storage pits), and in any case it
seems a more appropriate explanation than its other commonly used designation as refuse
pits. In modern villages in the Near East, domestic garbage is dumped in specific areas of
the courtyard or at nearby uninhabited parts of the settlement; pits are rarely dug for the
dumping of refuse but may be used for this purpose when they have lost their original
function (Peters 1979:136). Nowadays, cereal storage in pits is still practised in various
parts of the Near East, although to a diminishing extent. Peters (1979:137, citing Makal
1971) gives an excellent description: "Während der winterlichen Regengüsse steht jeder bei
seiner Grube, um sie vor den Regen zu schützen. Den Kopf mit einem Fetzen bedeckt, in
226
I Subsistence
der Hand eine Schaufel - so bewacht jedermann den ganzen Winter hindurch seinen
Speicher. Jedesmal, wenn er kommt oder geht, jedesmal wenn er daran denkt (und woran
sollte er sonst denken?), kontrolliert der Bauer seinen Schatz. Er gräbt Kanäle, die das
Wasser von der Grube fortleiten. Er versucht, den Speicher wie eine Insel zu isolieren. Das
Wasser sickert bei den meisten Speichern trotzdem durch, und die Reserven sind
verdorben". From this, it will be dear that it is of greatest importance to assure the dryness
of the grain in storage. This can be achieved by carefully sealing the pit, for which any
malleable but impermeable material is suitable. An internal lining is not essential
(Reynolds 1974:130). Modern experiments have shown that in beehive-shaped pits less
wastage of stored grain occurs than in other types of pits due to the more favourable
thermal and biochemical properties of these pits after sealing (ibid.:126ff; the beehive
shape may, however, also be the result of erosion or seasonal cleaning). At Sabi Abyad,
several bell- or beehive-shaped pits were found in excavation, each ranging in diameter
from 1.20 to 1.50 m at the top to 1.50 to 2.00 m at the base. Their depth was about 1.00 m. In
one case, the bottom of such a pit was covered with stones. Apart from their specific
shape, the pits found at Sabi Abyad gave several indications of storage although in all
cases these dues remain speculative and may very well invite other conclusions. Thus,
large quantities of charred grain were found in two pits at Sabi Abyad and it is tempting
to consider these cereals as an accidentally burnt stockpile still in situ. This is, however,
most doubtful in view of the rather loose concentration of seeds and their additional
distribution in the immediate surroundings of the pits. More likely, these burnt cereals
were part of secondary pit fill. This is also indicated by the numerous pottery fragments
found in these pits. In one case, the floor of a pit was covered with stones which do not
seem to have been part of the original pit construction. The position and elevation of the
separate stones suggest that they were placed on the floor at a later stage. Perhaps these
stones were originally used for the lining or reinforcement of the pit sealing. In another pit
traces of white plaster were found (near the opening of the pit, with the plaster sloping
inwards). Perhaps here this plaster was used to create an impermeable cover. Pits like the
ones described above could each contain about 2.4 m3, or 1851.1 kg, of wheat at most , and
in order to store the quantities of grain earlier assumed to have been harvested around
Sabi Abyad, about 11-17 pits would have been required (under dry-farming conditions; in
the case of intensified agriculture up to 34 or more pits may have been required)8. In the
case of our assumed population of five families of 10 persons each, it thus follows that,
under dry-farming conditions, per family only two or three pits were required. Actually,
Calculation of content based upon idealised pit with height = 1 m, rim diameter = 1.5 m and base
diameter = 2 m. Formula: 1/371 (R^r2*Rr)h, with R = base radius, r = rim radius and h = height, and
outcome in m3.
1/3 x 3.1415 x (1 + 056 + 0.75) x 1 = 2.4 m3.
1 m3 = 1000 liters, whereas 1 litre = 0.7713 kg of wheat (Voigt 1977329 and Table V).
2.4 m3 x 7713 kg/m3 = 1851.1 kg of wheat.
Earlier it was assumed that, in the case of dry farming, at least 21,000 kg and at the most 31,620 kg of
wheat were harvested around Sabi Abyad. In the case of irrigation agriculture, the amounts harvested
«round the site may have been as large as 63,240 kg or even more.
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at least one building level (Level 2 on the southeastern mound) yielded this number of
pits, although in others possible storage pits were rare or wholly absent. If pits were the
main storage devices at Sabi Abyad, it may well be that these were situated in particular,
and thus far unexcavated, areas in or around the site. Peters (1979:137), among others,
points out that in most traditional Near Eastern communities these storage pits are found
in an open area at some distance from the areas of living.
Earlier it has been suggested that the small circular buildings or tholoi at Sabi Abyad
were used as granaries. During excavation, a considerable number of tholoi were wholly
or partially uncovered, all of which seem to be located (often in small clusters) in courts or
open areas surrounding the main living-units. It seems useful briefly to recall the main
characteristics of these tholoi:
with the exception of the Level 4 tholos of the southeastern mound, all tholoi
represent single-room circular buildings, each having an interior diameter of about
three metres (only one with a considerably smaller diameter measuring of 1.5 m);
no foundations;
all tholoi were built of rather small mud bricks;
all tholoi seem to have had small doorways varying in width from 60 to 90 cm.
Sometimes a mud or mud-brick threshold was present;
exterior wall face was covered with mud plaster, in its turn mostly covered by a thin
gypsum coating;
interior wall face and floor were virtually always covered with a very hard,
chaff-tempered and burnt mud plaster up to 2 cm thick.
Tholoi are a characteristic feature of Halaf settlements and at present most archaeologists
are convinced that tholoi represent the primary Halaf dwelling architecture, although
occasionally some tholoi are thought to have been used in other domestic activities apart
from living; perhaps these other tholoi served as granaries or storage rooms (Merpert et al.
1977:91; Munchaev and Merpert 1973:12; Seeden 1982). At Tell Sabi Abyad, however, we
have found some evidence that at least at this site the tholoi were used for purposes other
than living.
The most convincing indications come from Level 3 on the southeastern mound.
Here some tholoi appeared which are related to two large central buildings (Fig. 3.12).
These multi-roomed rectangular structures were carefully constructed and at least
partially built on wide stone foundations. At present, we have only few doubts that these
central buildings served as living-units (see chapter 3). This picture strongly reminds us of
present-day villages in the Syrian Jezirah, where farmlets commonly consist of rectangular
houses used for living which are surrounded by smaller stables and storage rooms
frequently circular in layout.
The hard-burnt interior coating of most tholoi at Sabi Abyad, the highly irregular,
wavy floor and the probably limited height of the tholoi also point to another function of
these structures than for living. Around some of the Level 3 tholoi of the southeastern
mound, moreover, vast quantities of burnt emmer wheat were found, virtually free of field
weeds; most likely, these grains represent supplies originally stored in the tholoi (or at
least in some of them) but displaced after an undoubtedly accidental destruction by fire. In
this respect, a storage function of at least some of the tholoi at Sabi Abyad seems to be
most likely. Indeed, these buildings may also have served other purposes, as is indicated
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by, for example, a fireplace found in one tholos. Whereas their identical layout and
construction suggest that they were originally designed for a specific kind of activity, it
may well be that their actual use changed according to need (as is the case, for example, in
modern villages in northern Syria).
The shape of the tholoi found at Sabi Abyad supports an interpretation of these
buildings as granaries. Such round buildings with walls probably curving inwards
towards the top are highly suited for grain storage in bulk (leaving aside the question
whether these buildings were fully domed or at some point simply flattened). They are
much stronger than rectangular buildings and much better able to withstand the lateral
thrust of their probably semi-fluid contents. This thrust can be expressed as 2/3 of the
dead weight, i.e. three tonnes of grain stored in bulk represent two tonnes of lateral thrust
on the wall (Reynolds 1974:125). If tholoi were used as granaries, these buildings had to
fulfil various requirements. Stored cereals absorb oxygen on the one hand and produce
heat, water and carbon dioxide on the other hand. If grain is stored whilst too hot or too
wet, it will soon start to germinate and the dampness will encourage the growth of
bacteria and fungi. If no measures are taken, these processes will cause rapid deterioration
of the stored products and, eventually, rot. So the temperature and moisture content have
to remain low in order to suppress these activities (Gentry 1976:2). Insect infestation is also
minimised by keeping the temperature and moisture content low. In modern
circumstances, these processes are controlled either through the cooling of dry grain by air
conditioning, through the refrigeration of damp grain or through the exclusion of oxygen
by storage in airtight silos (ibid.). In the case of our Halaf tholoi, the first and the last
technique seem to have been possible .
Mud brick used in wall construction has some excellent properties. Its thermal
conductivity is very low since the porous consistency of dry mud retains the heat instead
of letting it quickly pass through. As a thermal insulator mud is much better than, for
example, stone. Mud walls thus act to store heat. Consequently, the temperature inside the
building is fairly constant; during the hot day it is relatively cool inside, whereas it is
relatively warm at night. Even during the cooler months of the year the temperature
within a mud building is fairly high (Beazly and Harverson 1982:14). Nevertheless, this
high capacity of mud for heat storage may be a disadvantage in the case of granaries: the
relatively high temperature, in combination with the natural dampness from the walls,
may cause the rotting of the stored cereals. This problem may be overcome by means of a
dome-shaped superstructure. Domes lose more heat than flat roofs due to the larger area
from which heat is radiated and to the property of convection when wind blows. By
means of a white exterior coating these effects can be intensified. Excellent additional
ventilation is provided by air draught through an opening in the dome's crown (ibid.:26;
Bahadori 1978). Thus, the usefulness of a tholos for grain storage largely depends on its
general thermal properties. Dry grain has to be stored at a temperature lower than 17°C to
protect it from deterioration (Gentry 1976:2).
In view of the general climatic conditions in Syria and our present knowledge on Halaf technology, the
second technique, which requires the réfrigération of damp grain at 0-7.5°C (Gentry 19762) may be
excluded.
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But grain storage in a tholos may also proceed along different lines. In this second
procedure it is essential to prohibit the entry of oxygen to the storage area after filling. By
sealing the entrances the grain is stored in an anaerobic or carbon-dioxide induced
atmosphere. Any dampness in the tholos wall will cause the germination of the grain
immediately adjacent to the wall. Carbon dioxide is thus produced which will thereafter
inhibit further germination and, provided interference is minimal, a highly stable storage
system is created (Reynolds 1974:119). It seems, however, doubtful whether hermetically
closed storage was actually practised at Sabi Abyad. As will be argued below, it seems that
per family only one or two tholoi were in use for storage; daily food preparation so
required frequent use of the storage facilities, whereas the above-mentioned storage
system is based upon minimal interference. If any method of control and conservation was
employed at all, some kind of ventilation system is more likely to have been in use,
constantly renewing the atmosphere surrounding the crop in order to prevent heating,
moulding or other undesirable processes (cf. Sigaut 1988:8ff, who cites several cases where
grain with chaff was stored in bulk without any apparent control devices, as was the case
at Sabi Abyad).
The hard-burnt interior wall and floor plaster of the tholoi at Sabi Abyad strongly
supports an interpretation of the tholoi as granaries. The plaster may have acted as a
highly vermin-resistant coating. Granaries provide ideal food and shelter for rodents (mice
or rats) but a strong plaster may prevent them from penetrating the building. At Roman
sites in Britain, too, traces of firing were found in association with granaries but here the
firing seems to have been of a different nature. It seems to have taken place outside the
building but near the ventilation holes and may have been used to smoke out vermin
(Gentry 1976:11). The interior firing of the tholoi may, however, also be explained in a
completely different way: assuming that tholoi were originally designed to store cereals in
bulk, it may have been desirable to fire the interior after use in order to fumigate the
building before refilling. Dampness in the tholos wall will have caused the germination of
grain immediately adjacent to the wall, thus resulting in a thin skin of waste consisting of
germinated grains with sprouts and rootlets and bearing many fungi and bacteria. Before
reuse of the tholos, the waste product had to be scraped off the wall. Firing the interior
would have intensified this process of cleaning and fumigating. Cracks and holes in the
wall and floor of a tholos provide ideal shelter for insects. Even in highly unfavourable
environmental conditions insect eggs can survive for long periods and can hatch when
conditions change. By means of firing the danger of insect infestation may have been
minimised. In modern experiments, designed to investigate the nature of British Iron Age
pits, the waste products from the walls were stripped away and burnt in the pit itself. This
yielded a residual quantity of carbonised seeds which reflected the original conditions in
the pit. These seeds indicated germination, further development of which had been
terminated by the carbon dioxide atmosphere within the pit (Reynolds 1974). At Tell Sabi
Abyad small quantities of carbonised seeds appeared in and around some of the tholoi;
perhaps these seeds are the residual product of the burning of the waste skin from the
tholos walls. It is, however, stressed that a botanical analysis of two samples from tholoi
floors do not support this hypothesis (see Van Zeist and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen 1989).
Unfortunately, most thcloi at Sabi Abyad were preserved to a limited height only,
and, apart from their interior diameter, little can be said regarding the dimensions of these
buildings. One structure, with a wall curving slightly inwards at floor level, suggests that
it originally stood to a man's height only. In addition, little is known about the roofing of
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these buildings; a domed superstructure is usually suggested but a flattened roof can also
be assumed. In this respect, any calculation of the storage capacity of a tholos becomes a
hazardous enterprise. When taking ethnographic parallels into account, one would expect
these circular buildings to have a height of about 2-3 m and a domed roof of mud bricks.
When completely rilled with wheat in bulk (evidently, doorways at floor level had to be
blocked and rilling had to take place from the roof), then each of these tholoi may have
contained between about 4.7 m3 (when 2 m high) to 7.1 m3 of grain (when 3 m high), i.e.
between about 3625 kg and 5476 kg respectively . When once again taking into account
the quantities of wheat assumed to have been harvested around Sabi Abyad (i.e. about
21,000-31,620 kg in the case of dry farming), it follows that, if each tholos had a storage
capacity of 3625 kg, about 6 to 9 tholoi were required, whereas only 4 or 6 were required in
the case of a storage capacity of 5476 kg. In the case of irrigation agriculture, when cereal
crops up to 63,240 kg could be expected, around 12 to 17 tholoi were necessary. As regards
our assumed population of 5 families at Sabi Abyad, it therefore seems that per family
only 2 or 3 tholoi were necessary to meet storage requirements. Actually, these figures
corroberate our excavation evidence; most building levels on the southeastern mound of
Sabi Abyad have indeed yielded such numbers of circular buildings, although from Level
3 at least 6 tholoi are known. In the latter case, it therefore seems that more tholoi existed
than were actually needed but several observations demand caution. Not only did some
tholoi definitely fulfil other purposes than storage, but it is also unknown whether the
tholoi were all in use at the same time. We have some evidence that collapsed tholoi may
still have stood to a certain height although they had lost their original function.
Furthermore, it seems that tholoi were in use during a short period of time only; the Level
3 tholoi suggest that rapid replacement took place, whereas the rectangular living-units
remained in use without any apparent interruption.
2.2 Man-and-animal Relationships
2.2.1 Domestic animals at Sabi Abyad
The 1986 and 1988 excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad have yielded large amounts of animal
bones, but so far only the samples of the 1986 season have been partially processed (Van
Wijngaarden-Bakker 1989). Analysis is restricted to one area of excavation only, i.e. square
P14. Evidently, this limitation restricts a detailed understanding of subsistence economy
and strategy at the site. The present evidence, however, suggests that later Neolithic Sabi
Abyad represents a fully agrarian community, in which hunting and gathering constituted
only a minor aspect of the site's subsistence economy. The faunal assemblage of Tell Sabi
Abyad square PI 4 indicates a stable agrarian system with an emphasis on ovicaprid
breeding, supplemented by some cattle and pig breeding. In total, 2344 pieces of animal
10 Calculation based upon an idealised conical structure, with base diameter = 3 m, and height = 2 m and
3 m respectively. Formula: 1 /3Jlrh, with r = base radius and h = height, and outcome in m3.
For convert ion of m3 in kg of wheat, see note 6.
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bone were collected from square PI 4, unfortunately heavily fragmented, and only about
36% could be identified as to generic level (ibid.:301). Over 95% of the identified bones
belonged to domestic animals, viz. sheep (Otu's dries), goat (Copra hircus), cattle (Bos taurus),
pig (Sus domesticus) and dog (Canis familiaris).
Caprines are most abundantly present; sheep and goats together account for about
60-70% of the domestic-animal remains (Van Wijngaarden-Bakker 1989:313 and Table
X.10). Sheep are preponderant, the relative proportion of sheep versus goats being about
6:4. Van Wijngaarden-Bakker points out that no specific strategy of slaughter at a certain
age seems to have been followed at Sabi Abyad, although there is a slight preference for
animals between the ages of two and four. About a quarter of the caprines survived
beyond their fourth year, and these animals perhaps served other purposes than mere
meat supply.
Cattle bones make up about 20-30% of the domestic-animal remains at Sabi Abyad.
All bones are large in size, but, apart from one exceptionally large first phalanx, all
fragments have been identified as belonging to domestic cattle (Bos taurus). The sole
exception may perhaps belong to Bos primigenius (Van Wijngaarden-Bakker 1989:305);
earlier, Buitenhuis suggested that wild cattle was present at Sabi Abyad (see below). The
heavy fragmentation of most bones seriously has hampered ageing but it seems that the
main mortality of cattle lies within the third and fourth year.
Pigs, all domestic (Sus domesticus), constituted about 14% of the domesticates at Sabi
Abyad. About 90% of the pigs seem to have been slaughtered before they reached the age
of two-and-a-half, only few surviving into their fourth year (Van Wijngaarden-Bakker
1989:310). Pigs seem to increase in importance in the course of time, at the expense of
cattle, from about 4% of the faunal sample in the lower levels of square P14 to about 24%
in the upper strata (ibid., Table X.10. and Fig. X.4.).
Domestic dog (Cam's familiaris) was present at Sabi Abyad, too, although in very
modest numbers. Two fragments were found in the lower strata ascribed to Level 3, but
the presence of dogs in the other phases is suggested by the occurrence of bones of
domestic animals with traces of carnivore gnawing.
2.2.2 The importance of hunting
Wild species occurred in limited numbers only at Sabi Abyad, accounting for about 5% of
the identified bone sample of square P14, and they are mainly represented by gazelle
(Gazella sp.). Animals like the onager (Equus hemionus), the fox (Vulpes vulpes) and the
badger (Mêles mêles) were each represented by one or two fragments only (the latter two
species may have been incidentally hunted for their fur rather than for their meat). In
addition, square P14 has yielded two fragments of birds, one of an as yet unidentified
large bird, the other of a duck (Anas sp.). It is worth noting that, at least for the hunted
animals, the picture recovered from square P14 is incomplete; a preliminary analysis
carried out in the field by H. Buitenhuis, and based upon 17 samples randomly selected
from the total bulk of zoological remains recovered in 1986, suggested that fallow deer
(Dama mesopotamica), roe (Capreolus capreolus) and, perhaps, aurochs (Bos primigenius) were
hunted in small numbers as well (see Akkermans 1987a:34 and Table 1).
Shells of the bivalve Unto tigridis were frequently found and suggest that the
gathering of freshwater molluscs was a common practice among the Sabi Abyad
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inhabitants. Originally Tell Sabi Abyad was probably situated along the Nahr Turkman, a
branch of the Balikh, which enabled gathering in the immediate vicinity of the settlement.
So far, no fish remains have been found in the samples of square P14 but this may well be
due to matters of sampling (no sieving was carried out); actually, Buitenhuis noted some
fish vertebrae among the bones that he saw in the field (H. Buitenhuis, pers. comm.).
From the available evidence it seems clear that hunting was of minor importance at
Sabi Abyad. The artefact assemblage at Sabi Abyad, characterised by a virtual absence of
readily recognisable hunting equipment like arrowheads, seems to support this view. As
already pointed out by Copeland (1989:266), among others, marked changes occurred in
the flint industry of later 6th millennium Syria and the Levant when arrowheads and
debitage methods derived from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B cultural complex, for reasons
not yet understood, ceased to be made or were used only very rarely. However, despite
the disappearance of Pre-Pottery Neolithic B-derived arrowheads, it is evident that
hunting was still practised by Sabi Abyad inhabitants, and apparently new ways of
catching game or new kinds of hunting implements were adopted. While discussing the
lithic artefacts from Jarmo, Hole (1983:237) suggested that at this site obsidian microliths
serially placed in arrowhead shafts were used in hunting. Another possibility is that points
were now made of bone or more perishable materials like wood (cf. Azoury and Bergman
1980) or that other kinds of hunting equipment were used, e.g. sling missiles of clay (of
which many hundreds were found at Sabi Abyad, stored in small containers, and which
commonly appear at other late 6th or 5th millennium sites as well). It may also be the case
that hunting had now become a specialised activity carried out by only a few members of
the community, which limited the distribution of points to specific areas of the site.
Actually, true arrowheads are not wholly absent at Sabi Abyad, but they appear only in
extremely minute numbers and are completely different in shape from their 7th and early
6th millennium counterparts, more closely resembling the Levantine 'desert points' of the
5th and 4th millennium. Moreover, a sherd from the fill of the Level 3 terrace on the
southeastern mound of Sabi Abyad, depicting at least two human persons holding a bow
in their hands (Fig. 3.21, no. 40), clearly illustrates that bow-and-arrow were still in use.
Another archer, apparently attacking a beast of prey, is shown on a vessel from a Halafian
grave at early 5th millennium Arpachiyah (Hijara et al. 1980, Fig. 10; see also Hijara
1980:101 and PI. XLVIIIA).
2.2.3 The f aunal sample: some remarks
As outlined before, sheep and goats were most common at Sabi Abyad, followed by cattle
and pigs. Indeed, this picture is not unlike that of most other Halafian sites excavated, and
may therefore be taken as representative for late 6th and early 5th millennium animal
husbandry in the Balikh valley. On the other hand, we do have some evidence that
particularly during the later stages of the Halaf period settlement shifted to a considerable
extent from a permanently sedentary basis to a more mobile and short-term occupation,
and undoubtedly these alterations in settlement organisation also affected local animal
maintenance. It is recalled that at the small Halafian site of Khirbet esh-Shenef over 30% of
the animal remains belonged to wild species.
It is assumed that the Halafian food economy at Sabi Abyad was at subsistence level,
i.e. that the community's inhabitants were not involved in any true market economy and
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that the animals kept were meant for the community's own consumption (domestic
animals neither came to nor left the settlement by, for example, exchange). There is no
reason to expect a homogeneous and uniform distribution of faunal remains (or of plant
remains or artefacts) throughout the areas of excavation. Besides, the context from which
samples are taken may seriously affect the results of analysis (cf. Greenfield 1988:577).
However, in the case of square P14, a certain contextual uniformity can be assumed, since
for the most part the faunal remains come from in-situ open-air middens, outside the
architectural features proper. It is, however, stressed that thus far only a small part of the
total bulk of zoological remains has been processed, while sampling procedures, too, may
have yielded a biased picture; no sieving or the like has taken place during excavation,
and bones of small or young animals or small skeletal parts may easily have been missed.
As a result, the sample available for study may have been biased in favour of large or
adult animals, or of large skeletal fragments (Payne 1972; Noy et al. 1973:75-76; Dennell
1978:95). However, whereas sieving procedures would undoubtedly have increased the
amount of small bones (e.g. fish and bird remains), it is felt that sieving would not have
led to an important alteration in the relative proportions of the main species categories at
Sabi Abyad (Van Wijngaarden-Bakker 1989 and pers. comm.). On the other hand, Dennell
(1978:97 and Table 52) and Laffer (1983:642-43), among others, point out that, due to
matters of, for example, preservation and refuse deposition, calculations based upon
numbers of identifiable bones may differ to some extent from calculations based upon the
minimum number of individuals. Whatever may be the case, any calculations of relative
importance of species at Sabi Abyad have so far been based on the amount of identifiable
zoological fragments only, and in the following discussion these figures will be used.
2.2.4 The role of domestic livestock
In the previous discussion on man-and-plant relationships, it was suggested that cereal
dry farming at Sabi Abyad was not able to fulfil the food requirements of the population
and that other sources of food must have existed. Indeed, food plants other than cereals
were definitely cultivated or gathered, but on a restricted scale only. Hunting, too, was of
little importance, and it follows that domestic livestock must have played an important
role in the Halafian subsistence economy at the site. In the light of our earlier speculations
on the role of cereal cultivation at Halafian Sabi Abyad, it will be clear that the exact
importance of animal husbandry is hard, or even impossible, to establish (cf. Dennell
1978:96-97). It was suggested that cereals may have provided at least about half but more
likely three-quarters or even more of the annual calorific demands of the population at
Sabi Abyad, and in terms of direct food procurement the role of animals may thus have
been limited. Animals may have served various purposes:
1 they will have figured as sources of meat;
2 cattle, sheep and goats may have been exploited for their milk and the production of
dairy products as well, thereby yielding nutrients (like fat and calcium) found in
staple crops only in small quantities;
3 animals will also have provided hides and, perhaps, wool, and antlers and bones for
making agricultural and domestic implements. Bones were definitely used at Sabi
Abyad (as indicated by the numerous awls, spatulas and miscellaneous objects,
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mainly made of the metapodia and ribs of caprines), but for the other categories any
direct evidence is lacking at present. Seeden (1982:67) points out that animal skins,
rugs and mats constitute a characteristic feature in furnishing traditional Near Eastern
living-quarters, and it may be that Sherraf s 'secondary products revolution' started
in the Near East at a much earlier date than thus far assumed (Sherrat 1981,1983; see
below);
4 cattle may have been used for traction and transport. It has repeatedly been suggested
that Halafian agriculture involved ploughing; if so, it seems that animal traction must
be counted with. However, it is stressed that no evidence for ploughing or animal
traction has been found so far;
5 animals may have been of importance in terms of Tanking' to counteract the
ever-present risks of crop failure or other ecoomic catastrophes (Flannery 1969; Dahl
and Hjort 1976:137).
Apart from their direct economic roles, livestock may also have some social significance in
defining the relationships between the individual members and groups within a
community. Thus, livestock may have been of importance within a religious sphere, or as
a means of expressing wealth (creating social distinctions and barriers). Mallowan
(1935:79-88,154ff) already suggested that the numerous images of cattle, presumably bulls,
on painted Halaf pottery (the so-called bukrania) and the bull representations in stone,
bone, terracotta and sun-dried clays may point towards the existence of a bull cult and
related religious symbolism. Indeed, images and representations of bovids (of which at
least some can be identified as bulls) are commonly found at Halafian sites, but so are
leopards, snakes, birds, etc. At least in central Anatolia, a bull cult seems to have existed in
the early 6th millennium B.C. (as evidenced by the 'shrines' unearthed at Catal Hüyük; cf.
Mellaart 1967), but it remains questionable whether this holds for Halaf society or
associated cultural complexes in Syro-Mesopotamia as well. It is stressed that if such
culturally defined preferences, regulations or institutions existed at Sabi Abyad and other
Halafian sites, these may well have ignored economic aspects to a considerable extent, in
this way weakening our present reasoning. However, our present (and, admittedly, highly
restricted) insight into the functioning of Halaf society beyond subsistence level does not
point in this direction.
2.2.5 Milk and wool
There can be little doubt that domestic animals at Sabi Abyad were primarily kept for their
meat, but one may wonder whether they did not serve other purposes as well, i.e. the
production of milk and wool, and traction or transport. In modern village-life in the Near
East, the maintenance of caprines for their meat is of subordinate importance (animals are
slaughtered on special occasions only, like marriages, births or deaths); sheep and goats
mainly act as sources of cash, wool and dairy products (Kaplanian 1973). In two influential
articles, Andrew Sherratt (1981,1983; see also Ryder 1973:167) has argued that it was not
until four or five millennia after the beginnings of domestication in the Near East that
animals were exploited for other products ('secondary products') than mere meat, but this
is still a matter of much controversy.
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Recently, Greenfield (1988:578), among others, has suggested that a shift from a 'meat-only
strategy' to a wider, second-product exploitation of domestic animals should be reflected
in (1) an increasing importance of milk and wool producers (cattle and caprines), at the
expense of those animals yielding meat only (pigs), and in (2) changes in slaughtering ages
and sex ratio. Milk production is always a temporary feature, associated with the
birth-giving season. If milk is the main objective, herdsmen will try to keep a herd of
lactating adult females as large as possible. Consequently, females will be slaughtered
only when their reproductive potential and lactation level decreases. In contrast, excess
males (i.e. those animals not required for reproduction) will be slaughtered at a young age;
not only does the rate of body growth (and meat yield) slow down significantly with
increasing age, so that adult males are of little economic advantage over younger ones,
but, moreover, culling of excess young males will give the remaining milk producers
maximal access to grazing resources. In the archaeological record, an emphasis upon milk
production will then be reflected in an increasing importance of adult females vis-à-vis
adult males, and in increasing proportions of very young animals to assure the use of milk
for human consumption instead of for nutrition of the lamb(s).
If the emphasis in animal husbandry is on wool production, the herd profile will
evidently be quite different: in this case, the herdsman will focus upon adult sheep or
goats regardless of sex (although males have better wool). In excavation, one would then
expect to find only few remains of very young animals.
At Sabi Abyad, the studied faunal samples give hardly any clues that point to a
wider exploitation of animals. The present material allows only a rough insight into age
categories, and no information is as yet available on the ratios of male versus female.
However, it seems clear that (1) pigs were almost all slaughtered at a very young age, (2)
pigs became increasingly important in the course of time at the expense of cattle, (3) cattle
were culled mainly at an age of three or four years old (sub-adult), and (4) in the case of
sheep and goats, no specific strategy for slaughter at a certain age was followed. The
increasing importance of the pig, one of the most pre-eminent meat producers, at the
expense of a milk producer, is quite the opposite of what one would expect in the case of a
secondary-product exploitation. Milk production must have been of subordinate
importance, not only because of the decreasing role of cattle in time, but also because most
cattle were killed before reaching adulthood or maturity, which limits the potential of
lactating animals. Moreover, if milk was a main objective, one would expect caprine
mortality to be much more distinct, emphasising, on the one hand, the group of mainly
male animals culled at a very young age, and, on the other hand, the group of mainly
female animals slaughtered at an adult or mature age. Wool production cannot have been
a main determinant in animal husbandry either, as the relatively small number of adult
and mature caprines is far from what would be expected in the case of wool-oriented
sheep and goat maintenance.
Sherratt (1981, 1983) argued that the first solid archaeological proof for the
exploitation of domestic animals for other products than meat comes from pictorial and
textual sources of the Mesopotamian Uruk and Early Dynastic periods or the Egyptian
Old Kingdom. However, it has repeatedly been suggested that a wider utilisation of
animals may have begun at a much earlier date. Thus, Köhler-Rollefson and Rollefson
(1989:20) have pointed out that raising caprines for their meat only seems to be extremely
inefficient, and Bökönyi (1977:25) has suggested that already at 7th millennium Tepe Sarab
and other prehistoric sites in the Kermanshah valley of western Iran domesticated sheep
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may have been kept mainly for their wool. As noted before, when caprine husbandry is
aimed at wool production, emphasis will be upon adult animals, and, indeed, this seems
to have been the case at Sarab: up to three-quarters or more of the domestic caprine bones
belong to adult and mature animals. Some additional evidence is presented by the find of
an animal figurine assumed to show a coat of long and curly wool (Bökönyi 1977:25 and
Fig. 17). Long wool fibres in large quantities can be retrieved from domesticated sheep
only, the wild species all having short and stiff hair outer-coats with a short and fine
woolly under-coat. Woven textiles of wool were reported from early 6th millennium Çatal
Hüyük in central-Turkey (Helbaek 1963; Burnham 1965) but further research has shown
that these textiles were made of flax instead of wool (Ryder 1965). In Anatolia and Syria,
flax was grown at least by the later 7th millennium B.C. (Van Zeist and Bakker-Heeres
1975:218), and flax is found in small but steady quantities at many Near Eastern sites of the
6th and 5th millennium B.C. (in the Balikh valley, evidence for flax cultivation has thus far
been found at Damishliyya, Sabi Abyad and Hammam et-Turkman). In this respect, it has
repeatedly been suggested that the earliest textile production in the Near East was based
upon the use of vegetable fibres (Ryder 1965:176; Sherratt 1981:282). However, I do feel
that neither the Çatal Hüyük evidence nor the fact that flax was widely cultivated a priori
exclude the use of wool. The earliest domesticated sheep along the flanks of the Zagros
and Taurus will have had a hair coat little different from that of wild sheep (Ryder
1973:167), and, due to the rather cold environmental circumstances in winter, the woolly
under-coat below the short and hairy outer-coat may have been well-developed.
Gathering these wools, or even a deliberate selection in favour of the woolly underhair,
may then have caused only few difficulties, or as Zeuner (1963:162) has put it "(...) there is
no need to assume that the discovery of the use of wool was due to a special act of human
intelligence. (...). No early sheep-breeder could have failed to notice the useful qualities of this
material". This raises the question of whether Sherrafs suggestion (1981:282) that wool was
not used in the four millennia or so after the initial domestication of the sheep does not imply
a serious underestimation of the capabilities of Neolithic man. Moreover, in hot countries
woollen textiles may have been of restricted importance and economic significance (cf. Zeuner
1963:70-71; in Egypt, for example, wool was not introduced until the Middle Kingdom
although it had already been known elsewhere). However, in Anatolia and northern
Syro-Mesopotamia, where winters are rather cold, wool may fulfil some definite needs and
may therefore have been a much sought-after commodity. The exploitation of sheep for wool
seems to be a matter of degree; whereas in the small and largely self-sustaining Neolithic
communities the need for wool must have been restricted, the larger urban societies of the
later 4th millennium and later times required wool in vast quantities, and wool now became a
trade product. The indications of wool production from the late 4th millennium onwards,
derived from pictorial and textual sources (for references see, for example, Sherratt
1981:282-83 and Salonen 1965:149ff), may illustrate its general economic importance in these
times. From the earliest domesticated sheep, wool must have been obtained only by
time-consuming and often irregular plucking of sheep, whereas any large-scale procurement
was only possible when continuous selective breeding had led to non-moulting, long-wooled
animals allowing the practice of shearing.
Nowadays, milk is another product highly valued in domestic animal breeding. On
the one hand, milk is a useful source of fat, protein, sugar and calcium, and, moreover, it
contains amino-acid lysine which is lacking in a cereal-based diet. In addition, it can easily
be handled and converted into a variety of storable products. On the other hand, it
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appears that not all human populations are adapted to milk consumption (due to a lactase
deficiency, many adults are not able to break down the lactose component of milk; see
Sherratt 1981:176-77 for references), whereas, in addition, there may be some reluctance or
inability of the animal to provide it. Milk production starts after calving, but production
beyond what is required for the young one may be limited. Considerable surplus of milk
can only be expected when animals are specially bred for the purpose, but this can hardly
be assumed for the Neolithic period. Dahl and Hjort (1976:210) point out that in African
pastoralist societies sheep and goat are kept for milk and meat alike, only the Nubian goat
being a truly specialised milker. When milked for human consumption, the female animal
is often separated from the calf (to prevent the latter from taking the milk) but in this case
some surrogate is demanded in order to stimulate lactation and the milk ejection reflex.
Among present-day pastoralists, several techniques are in use (like blowing by means of a
tube into the rectum or vagina of the animal) and in the Near East these were definitely
practised by the later 4th millennium B.C., as evidenced by pictorial representations (cf.
Sherratt 1981:277ff). However, as in the case of wool as a 'secondary' product, it is again
felt to be doubtful whether Sherratt's conclusion (1981:280) that milking was not much
older apractice is truly correct. Whereas regular production of milk in large quantities is a
result of special-purpose breeding, production of milk in itself is, evidently, not
human-induced, and one may wonder what constraints would actually have prevented
Neolithic man from taking milk on a modest scale from the available animals. Indeed,
solid evidence on milking stems from the last prehistoric and the historic periods, when
cylinder seals and inlaid friezes (like the ones in the temple of the Lady of the Mountain at
Al Ubaid) appear, some of which show pastoralist scenes. However, it goes without
saying that these scenes only prove that milking was practised at least from the late 4th
millennium onwards, not that milking was unknown or not practised before. Moreover,
pastoralist representations are largely restricted to relatively rare and undoubtedly
highly-valued objects, all of which were of definite importance in economic and
socio-political contexts that should be associated with the rise of the early states and the
growth of urbanisation. The friezes were part of elaborately built and decorated temples
figuring as centres of power and authority, whereas cylinder seals served in
administrative and bureaucratic records and in legal transactions, and as such their
imagery may be far from mere scenic representation (Nissen 1977 and other contributions
in Gibson and Biggs, eds., 1977). Whereas these objects may have served to illustrate the
power, wealth and status of their owners to outsiders or the lower classes of early urban
society, more directly they may indicate an increasing economic importance of animal
husbandry. If a 'revolution' in animal husbandry took place in the later 4th millennium, it
is not one in terms of Sherrat's 'secondary products' but one in terms of scale; animals
were now exploited on a much larger and much more commercial scale than ever before.
The storage of milk and dairy products may constitute some difficulties in hot
countries, but these mainly hold in urban contexts; in small farming villages, supply of
milk would be daily and constant, hardly requiring any storage facilities. Today, goatskins
are frequently used in the preparation of milk products (Kadour 1980 and Fig. 13), in
combination with squat and sharply-carinated metal vessels with wide mouths and broad
rounded bases (Seeden 1982:66). These modern metal vessels strongly resemble a Halafian
kind of ceramic bowl, and Mallowan (1935:131) already suggested the term 'cream bowls'
for this pottery. Numerous other kinds of ceramic vessels at Halafian sites undoubtedly
served to contain liquids of some kind. If Sherratt (1981:280) is correct in stating that "It
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seems likely that the widespread adoption of shapes appropriate for the manipulation of
liquids is connected with the spread of the milking habit and the use of milk products", it
is more likely that this adoption took place somewhere in the late 6th millennium instead
of in the 3rd millennium (Bronze Age) as suggested by Sherratt.
2.2.6 The size of herds
It is suggested that the size of the flocks of domesticates kept at Halafian Sabi Abyad was
rather small. Apart from the basic numbers required to secure reproduction of each
species, the size of herds is largely defined by human demands; considering the limited
number of people that I assume to have lived at Sabi Abyad at a certain time, and the
general importance of cereal cultivation, it seems that any need for animal products must
have been restricted (thereby assuming that animal maintenance was intended to sustain
only the community itself, and that no animals left the community in some kind of
commercial undertaking). Undoubtedly, sheep and goat constituted by far the largest
herds at Sabi Abyad, together accounting for over 50-60% of the identifiable bones found
in excavation. Several reasons may account for the relative importance of caprines when
compared with the other domesticates (cattle and pigs) in a Near Eastern context: (1) sheep
and goats are less demanding in terms of grazing and watering facilities, and as such are
well-adapted to the often harsh conditions of a steppe-like environment, (2) sheep and
goats have a rather rapid rate of reproduction and losses in catastrophes are more easily
compensated, (3) in normal conditions, the rapid rate of reproduction allows a larger
annual offtake with a smaller impact upon average productivity of animal husbandry, and
(4) the meat resulting from slaughter is less bulky, can be consumed within a short period
of time and does not require any preparations for storage.
In a survey of ethnographic literature, Dahl and Hjort (1976:220-21) note that
traditional pastoral communities in the Sudan, Somalia and parts of central Africa
consider a herd of 50-60 sheep and goats to be a minimum for a household of four to six
persons, provided that additional food can be obtained from other kinds of livestock,
agriculture or trade. The nomadic Basseri of southern Iran keep on average slightly less
than 100 heads of sheep and goats per family, and they consider 60 animals to be the
subsistence minimum (Barth 1961:16-17; Stauffer 1965:291 suggests that, for rural Iran as a
whole, a flock of 40 sheep and goats is the absolute minimum). More or less similar figures
are reported for the Luri of northwestern Iran, partly nomads, partly 'mixed farmers' on a
sedentary basis (Black-Michaud 1986:42ff). On the other hand, Kramer (1982:69) points out
that in the village of Aliabad the average flocks of caprines per household consist of 44
heads, some households even owning no sheep or goats at all. If these figures have some
general significance for prehistoric times as well, it seems that a small community like Sabi
Abyad (five households) may have had a caprine herd of, at least, around 200-250 animals.
Flocks of this size have several advantages:
1 large herds allow the production of considerable amounts of meat, milk and other
commodities with small labour costs; to a certain level, the total labour input when
compared with small herds hardly increases (Russell 1988:85);
2 large herds spread the risks of livestock maintenance; the effects of catastrophic
events (sheep and goats are very liable to epidemic diseases and cold; cf. Dahl and
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Hjort 1976:222) on the subsistence system are restricted, whereas the relatively rapid
rate of caprine reproduction compensates for losses within a short period of time;
3 the risks of inbreeding are minimised. Wild sheep and goats live in separate male and
female groups for most of the year, some groups consisting of 10 to 20 animals, others
of 50 to 100 heads (Ryder 1983:7), to meet only in the mating season. In some kind of
human-controlled 'closed' system, it seems that a minimum population of caprines
has to include 25 rams at least in order to avoid the negative effects of inbreeding
{Minkema 1973:80). In this case, a flock of both male and female animals, and their
offspring, will easily be as large as 70-100 animals. However, in domestic circum-
stances, a closed system is far from likely, and if one repeatedly brings in new animals
into the population (e.g. by borrowing from friends, through trade, or through raiding) a
herd can be kept much smaller, depending upon human preferences and needs.
The growth of the flocks of domesticates kept at Sabi Abyad will have differed for
each species, due to (1) variations in each species' reproductive traits and behaviour, (2)
human control, and (3) environmental conditions. Herds of cattle grow at much slower
rates than sheep or goat herds. Dahl and Hjort (1976:61, 97-106) suggest a maximum
annual herd growth for cattle of about 11%, whereas under extremely favourable
environmental conditions herds of sheep may grow at an annual rate of 26%, and goat
flocks at as much as 41 %. On the Mesopotamian alluvium herd sizes of goats and sheep
together nowadays show a yearly increase of about 30-35% (Wright 1969:15).
2.2.7 Herding requirements and other labour costs
Evidently, in response to the different physical requirements for each species, different
patterns of animal herding may be assumed. In addition, herding patterns and herd
maintenance are to a large extent defined by social and economic factors. At Sabi Abyad,
any socio-economic relationship was probably based on family ties to begin with (five
households of 6-10 persons each being assumed), but undoubtedly close co-operation
between the various social units was frequently required. In this respect, it is stressed that
in the case of livestock the concept of 'herd-ownership' is often a relative one; in many
traditional communities throughout the world, the individual members of a household
hold different rights and claims towards that household's stock, whereas, at another level,
numerous social rules and demands may involve a circulation of stock throughout the
community, even if that community's herd is basically made up of various sub-herds
owned by the individual social units. According to need, a mutual practice of borrowing
and lending of animals between the community's members may have been practised;
some short-term drawbacks for the person lending an animal (e.g. no access to a heifer's
milk when it delivers its first calf) are compensated for when he borrows another animal.
As an example, Dahl and Hjort (1976:135, thereby citing Hedlund 1971) state that among
the Masai of Kenya and Tanzania even 30-40% of a man's cattle may be temporarily
dispersed among friends. It goes without saying that mutual assistance is required most
when labour shortages are felt. In the case of a small settlement like Sabi Abyad, the
agricultural cycle may indeed frequently have imposed a burden upon the community.
Although it is possible that each household managed its own stock, it seems more likely
that any decision concerning herding, and where and when to graze and water, depended
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upon mutual agreements of at least the households' heads, and were taken care of by
specialised members (or even children) of the community. A good example of collective
shepherding are the Bassen of southwestern Iran, but, in contrast, among the Luri no
co-operation in management and milking of the flocks is ever said to occur (Earth 1961:22;
Black-Michaud 1986:43).
Flocks of sheep and goats were probably herded some distance away from the
settlements, not only to find good grazing grounds but also to prevent the animals from
ruining the fields or gardens (although after harvest the straw left on the fields must have
created good opportunities for grazing). In modern days, grazing areas are usually not
very far from the villages and the flocks are brought back to the settlements for milking
every day. Around the village of Selenkahiye on the Euphrates, caprines were kept in
three herds of about 150 animals each and were guarded by children (Kaplanian
1973:47(0. Wright (1969:15) notes that on the southern Mesopotamian alluvium, stock is
either kept in small flocks of 20 to 40 animals grazing near the cultivated lands and the
villages, or kept in larger flocks by specialised herding groups. In the latter case, animals
are taken from the plain into the steppe or desert when the first rain comes, and return in
March-April, when the flocks graze on flooded fallow and waste lands near their villages
of origin. In this manner, animal husbandry allows the exploitation of a vast potential of
natural pasture.
Usually, sheep and goats are herded together, although in most cases the females are
kept in separate flocks from the males. The feeding and herding requirements for sheep
and goats are slightly different. Goats prefer to browse on shrubs (including those species
avoided by sheep), whereas sheep prefer to graze on grasses and require somewhat better
pasture grounds (Zeuner 1963:130; Spooner 1973:8; Voigt 1977:336). Sheep also need
slightly more water per day; Dahl and Hjort (1976:249) mention a daily intake up to 0.7
litres, whereas Van Wijngaarden-Bakker (1988, Table 4.5) even suggests 8-12 litres (in the
case of European sheep, and depending upon weight). However, water is not necessarily
required daily, and Asad (1964:152), for example, reports that in parts of the Sudan sheep
need to be watered only every fourth day in the dry season (goats can manage for even
longer periods). However, in arid or semi-arid conditions, as those which parts of the
Balikh valley witness in summer, it seems that watering is required every second or third
day. Evidently, the need for additional watering partly depends upon what amounts of
water can be taken in during feeding (the green pastures of the wet season yield much
more water than the sun-burnt shrubs in summer). Pregnant and lactating animals need to
be watered more frequently (Dahl and Hjort 1976:249-50).
In daily guidance, goats seem to be more demanding than sheep, as indicated in a
recent article by Köhler-Rollefson (1988:90; see, however, Asad 1964:51-52 and Spencer
1973:13 for an opposite view): "Goats are well known for their curiosity and independent
character, and these traits render them much more difficult to control than sheep, which
tend to huddle together in dusters. The tendency of goats to stray and explore can make
them a liability in agricultural settings, where they often do damage to cultivated fields.
Their feeding behaviour of browsing and nibbling on young trees and shrubs is frequently
cited as being disastrous to woodland vegetation. For this reason they have been blamed
for the almost total denudation of Mediterranean landscapes, and goats have been much
maligned as the "black plague of the Middle East'".
Considering the small scale of settlement of Sabi Abyad, it was earlier argued that
probably limited numbers of animals were kept around the site and that natural pasture
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provided enough possibilities to feed these herds throughout the year. It therefore seems
doubtful whether caprines, or the other main domesticates, were additionally fed with
stubble or grain during part of the year. On the other hand, goats are badly adapted to
cold and wetness and, whenever these occur for longer periods of time, goats have to be
kept in stables (French 1970; Van Wijngaarden-Bakker 1988). In the Balikh area,
environmental conditions are quite the opposite of wet and cold for the larger part of the
year, but from November until the end of March average temperatures are rather low,
while the rains and the drainage water from the plateaus and the hinterland wet the
countryside considerably. During these parts of the year, it may be necessary to keep at
least the goats in stables and to provide them with additional food. Nowadays, in
traditional communities in the Balikh region part of the annual crop and vast quantities of
straw are, indeed, set aside as animal fodder. If these practices were also common in later
Neolithic times, it seems that, in the light of our calculations of agricultural revenues
around Sabi Abyad, few difficulties would have been encountered. Moreover, Dennell
(1978:107ff) presents some figures which clearly illustrate that the cultivation of cereals
could produce sufficient quantities of straw (when reaping was done low on the straw) to
feed a large number of animals during part of the year.
Bovids at Sabi Abyad were all rather large in size, but, with one possible exception,
all seem to represent domestic cattle {Bos taurus). Maintenance may have been largely the
same as for caprines, i.e. most likely they were kept in a small group in the vicinity of the
settlement. However, in contrast with sheep or goats, cattle are said to be much easier to
control. Cattle stay in more compact groups and move more slowly while feeding.
Moreover, when one separates the females from their calves, the females will return to the
village by themselves, with the dry stock following those with calves; so when there is no
risk of prédation (either by beasts of prey or through human raids), no herding is required
(Dahl and Hjort 1976:247). At present, cattle maintenance is, indeed, practised in this
fashion in the Balikh region {only young boys looking after the village herds occasionally).
The water requirements of cattle may be a major factor in determining the size of the herds
that are kept. When compared with goats and sheep, cattle need much more water:
depending upon size and environmental conditions, each animal requires about 15-50
litres a day. Moreover, cattle need to be watered much more frequently, at least every
second or third day (Dahl and Hjort 1976:238ff; Van Wijngaarden-Bakker 1988, Table 4.5).
If these amounts of water had to be obtained from man-made wells (natural springs being
very rare in the Balikh area), watering must have been a most fatiguing and
labour-intensive enterprise in the case of large herds; in this case, it seems more
convenient to take the cattle to the water than the other way around. However, Sabi
Abyad and most other Halafian sites are located along the Balikh or its branches, and
ample natural watering facilities other than wells or springs must have been present. In
any case, the effective grazing area of cattle is restricted to an area in the immediate
vicinity of the waterholes, the maximum distance between grazing area and watering
place being about 12 km (Dahl and Hjort 1976:239). Usually cattle are brought to the grazing
areas furthest away during the wet season, when the animals are stronger and can travel
larger distances, whereas during the summer they are kept close to the watering places.
Pigs constitute another important group of domesticates at Sabi Abyad. Since pigs
are omnivorous and able to digest nearly everything, difficulties of feeding are hardly
encountered and human control is only required to prevent them from going feral (Zeuner
1963:262ff; Voigt 1978:333ff). Simply speaking, three main ways of pig husbandry can be
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recognised: (1) keeping the animals in or at a small distance from the settlement by
providing them with a daily ration of food, (2) keeping the animals within the close
vicinity of the settlement by occasional feeding (requiring only a small amount of labour to
keep free-ranging under control), and (3) keeping the animals around the settlement
without any additional feeding; maintenance depends on wild resources only (requiring
herding and, perhaps, the construction of shelters). The first systems require that part of
the agricultural production or daily food preparation be set aside as animal fodder, and
that shelters be constructed if the animals are kept within the settlement. In terms of
energy, the regular feeding of animals with agricultural products (cereals) is expensive: in
the case of pigs, calorific returns of meat yields is less than one-fourth of the original
calorific value of the grain consumed by pigs (Reed 1969:366). Above it was already
suggested that regular feeding of animals was most likely not practised at Halafian Sabi
Abyad, and some additional evidence is provided by the fact that, within the excavated
areas, no enclosures were present which could with some degree of certainty be
interpreted as animal pens. The sole exception is perhaps a Level 3 tholos from the
southeastern mound, which must have stood to some height even in a collapsed state. In
its fill a shallow, cylindrical and white-plastered pit was present, which may have served
as a water-trough for animals (Akkermans 1989c:45,72). At present, it can be excluded that
pigs were freely allowed to enter the main rectangular or round buildings at Sabi Abyad;
none of the well-preserved floors in these structures showed traces of damage caused by
sharp-hooved animals. In general, it may therefore be the case that pigs were kept away
from the areas of habitation proper, although pigs within a settlement may provide some
sanitation services by the scavenging of food refuse and other organic matter, and vermin
(Voigt 1978:335). If pigs were allowed to roam freely around the settlement, some kind of
herding system must have existed. Like goats, pigs are notorious crop predators (Zeuner
1963) and so some control upon their movements and feeding habits is necessary. Voigt
(1978:335) points out that, apart from regular feeding, pigs can be controlled by providing
wallows and sleeping facilities, and by insuring adequate supplies of water and wild food
resources. Due to physiological constraints, pigs require wet and shaded environments,
their main habitats being forests, reed beds and riverine thickets (pigs, with a thick layer of
fat, cannot sweat effectively and suffer from the heat when unprotected; Zeuner 1963;
Mount 1968; Voigt 1978). It can therefore safely be assumed that pigs could hardly survive
the hot summer of the Balikh valley in open areas and that other, shaded habitats must
have existed. These were most likely provided by the reed and riverine thickets of the
Balikh and the Nahr Turkman, each providing ideal shelter and ample foraging
possibilities. The Balikh flows at a distance of only 3 km west of Sabi Abyad, whereas the
Nahr Turkman may originally even have passed along the settlement. If pigs were
allowed to roam these thickets freely, it seems that only little herding would actually be
required; more careful management would only be demanded if the (undoubtedly small)
herds eventually moved across a wider area during the wetter months of the year (so as to
stop them from crop prédation).
From the above it will be clear that, if the herds around Sabi Abyad were small and
kept within the close vicinity of the site, the actual pressure upon the community in terms
of labour input must have been limited. Only few people (perhaps three or four) were
needed to look after the various herds (cattle and pigs may even have foraged without any
guidance at all), and even these may have had much leisure time to spend on other
activities, or, as Musil (1928:337) has put it "the herdsman sits down in some higher place
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the better to overlook his herd, sings, carves something, or seeks edible plants and bulbs".
Environmental conditions and seasonal fluctuations in food supply affect the required
herding time, but, roughly speaking, herding will be practised each day from sunrise to
sunset. On the basis of a detailed survey of the ethnographic literature, Russell (1988:76ff)
suggests that the time daily spent by one person in direct herding labour will hardly
exceed eight hours.
However, average herding costs will be higher when animals are kept in sub-herds. The
division of herds into smaller flocks is a common practice among modern pastoralists and
traditional mixed farmers, and appears in various forms (for references, see Dahl and Hjort
1976:135ff; Russell 1988:78ff): (1) when grazing facilities are restricted, lactating animals are
often kept on the best grounds near the settlement, whereas bulls and dry cows are kept further
away, (2) juveniles are often kept separate from adolescent and adult animals, and (3) during the
mating and delivery season, herds can be separated in mating flocks, subsistence flocks, and
mother-infant groups. Evidently, most of these divisions are season-bound, and require
additional labour mainly in autumn and spring11, i.e. when the agricultural cyclus, too,
requires intensive care. Russell (1988:83) suggests that keeping animals in sub-herds will
increase the average annual labour demands by about one-third.
In addition to the labour required in herding, various other sets of labour costs can
be recognised, like the time spent in moving encampments or constructing shelters and
enclosures, the time spent in milking and slaughtering, or the time spent in additional
feeding of animals (cf. Russell 1988:76ff). To what extent these additional costs hold for
Halafian Sabi Abyad is open to discussion. The need to feed animals with agricultural
products was probably restricted (if existing at all), while any demand for encampments
away from the major settlement seems to have been absent (these mainly exist in nomadic
or semi-nomadic societies). Some kind of enclosures, however, may have been necessary
to protect the herds from prédation by wild animals at night. At present, it seems that the
main labour costs other than herding are constituted by slaughtering and milking, and the
subsequent processing of the obtained products. Sherratt (1981, 1983) has suggested that
milking did not occur until the late 4th millennium B.C., but above it was argued that the
exploitation of animals for products other than meat may have started already at a much
earlier date.
On ethnographic parallels and some theoretical considerations, Russell (1988:93ff)
has presented some data on labour costs based on the assumption that animals were
exploited both for meat and milk, summarised in Table 6.2. Several assumptions underlie
Russell's figures: (1) animals were kept in sub-flocks, (2) some kind of enclosure was
necessary, (3) a 'normal' annual offtake is set, varying per species, which includes animals
deliberately selected for culling but also animals that have died from natural causes, and
which still allows some growth of the herds, (4) slaughtering of one adult cow will take a
11 The division of herds into sub-flocks mainly occurs during the mating and delivery season. If the sexual
cyclus of the prehistoric domesticates was more or less identical to that of their wild counterparts, it
seems that copulation would have taken place in August-September in the case of cattle, and in
October-December and January-February in the case of sheep/goats and pigs respectively. Birth-giving
then would have taken place in May-June in the case of cattle, March-April in the case of sheep and goats,
and in April-May in the case of pigs (Van Wijngaarden-Bakker 1988:161-62).
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ACTIVITY
Herding
Encampment
Milking
Butchering
Total
CATTLE
labour
(hrs)
5056
1079
680
30
6845
CATTLE
%of
Total hrs
73.9
15.8
9.9
0.4
100.0
SHEEP
labour
(hrs)
3656
1079
162
15
4912
SHEEP
%of
Total hrs
4.4
22.0
3.3
0.3
100.0
GOATS
labour
(hrs)
3656
1079
228
17
4980
GOATS
%of
Total hrs
73.4
21.7
4.6
0.3
100.0
Table 6.2
Annual pastoral labour requirements for cattle, sheep and goats involving herds
containing 100 heads (Source: Russell 1978, Table 13)
maximum of 2.5 hours, whereas in the case of the smaller sheep and goat only 0.5 hour is
required (however, one may wonder whether this figure is not much too low), (5) a herd
of 100 heads of cattle, sheep and goats are expected to produce an annual 6803,1624 and
2283 kg of milk respectively, in which the costs of milking per kilogramme remain the
same, i.e. about 6 minutes/kg. If Russell's figures have some significance for later
Neolithic Sabi Abyad as well, it seems that the average annual labour costs beyond those
of herding were restricted.
2.2.8 The costs and returns of caprine husbandry
The faunal sample at Sabi Abyad consists for almost three-quarters of sheep and goat
remains, these bones presumably reflecting the general importance of caprine husbandry
at the site. In trying to come to a more precise estimate of the economic importance of
caprines at Halafian Sabi Abyad, the labour costs and returns of sheep and goat
maintenance will now be discussed in more detail. As a starting point, it will be assumed
that (1) the community's flock of sheep and goats comprised 200 heads (both species
together), and (2) that the annual offtake rate is 30%. If these animals were kept in
separate flocks (e.g. according to age or sex), it follows from Russell's figures that the
average labour costs of herding would be 7312 hours/year , or 912 days. In this way, and
12 This figure assumes that the effective time spent in direct herding is 8 hours/day; the remaining time in
the case of a herding day from sunrise to sunset can be spent in other activities (cf. Russell 1988:84). The
resulting 7312 hours/year are derived from simply doubling the amount of time assumed to be required
in the case of a herd of 100 heads .
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taking into account that subdivisions of herds are largely season-bound, it seems that three
herdsmen at most were required to manage the herds (each one still having a considerable
amount of spare time).
The construction of shelters or enclosures would demand 2158 hours/year. If we
assume that (1) construction works were a communal enterprise, and (2) that these were
built in the shortest period of time possible, we may suggest that each of the five
households at Sabi Abyad provided one labourer working 15 hours a day. In this way, the
work would be completed in 29 days13. Most likely, construction works were carried out
at those times of the year when the economy in general required little man-power (i.e. late
summer and winter), and as such may hardly have placed a burden upon the
community's labour potential and labour demands.
The other costs, i.e. slaughtering and milking, must have been restricted. Even if
animal maintenance initially served for meat production, the average annual costs of
slaughtering seem hardly to exceed 1% of the total demands (Russell 1988:97). Milking
would, on average, require slightly more than one hour a day; if each household took care
of its own animals, constraints in terms of labour potential would have been very slight.
So on comparison with crop agriculture, animal husbandry seems to be much less
labour-intensive. In sheep and goat maintenance only herding seems to require a full-time
involvement of a few persons, who are then not available for agricultural fieldwork or
other tasks. The small flocks of other domesticates kept at Sabi Abyad (cattle, pigs)
probably required only one or two full-time herdsmen each (if any guidance was
necessary at all), which suggests that animal husbandry at Sabi Abyad involved the
full-time labour of 5-7 persons at most.
In return for the restricted labour input, sheep and goats provided the community at
Sabi Abyad with a number of products: meat, skins, and, perhaps, milk, blood, and wool.
When reviewing the literature, it appears that hardly any quantitative data on average
yields are available for the last three categories, and therefore I will focus upon meat and
milk production.
Evidently, the average meat yields depend upon body weight and size of the
slaughtered animals. Flannery (1969, Table 2) mentioned an estimated adult weight of
sheep and goat of 50 kg, thereby suggesting that about 25 kg of meat is fit for human
consumption. In their extensive survey of ethnographic accounts, Dahl and Hjort
(1976:200ff) come to the conclusion that the dressed-carcass yield per nomadic sheep
ranges between 10-25 kg, and 15-20 kg in the case of goats. Even if in Halafian times yields
were as high as Flannery suggested, it seems that the average annual meat production was
restricted. In the case of a caprine herd of 200 heads, and when assuming an annual
offtake of 30%, it follows that 1500 kg of meat were available for consumption each year
(60 animals x 25 kg), i.e. for each member of the community at Sabi Abyad (earlier set at 50
persons) 30 kg of meat would be produced annually. The calorific values of sheep and
goat meat differ to some extent; however, at present little consensus is reached in this
13 Calculation:
time required: 2158 hours/.year (2 x 1079)
in the case of one man working 15 hours/day: 2158/15 = 144 days.
in the case of five persons: 144/5 = 29 days.
246
Subsistence
respect. Flannery (1969, Table 3) has suggested that sheep meat contains an estimated
calorific value of 1490 kcal/kg and goat meat 1450 kcal/kg. FAO data, in contrast, give
2410 kcal/kg for sheep meat and 1230 kcal/kg for goat meat (FAO 1953), whereas Pellett
and Shadarevian (1970) suggest 2570 kcal/kg and 1570 kcal/kg for sheep and goat meat
respectively. The latter estimates seem to be the most reliable in Near Eastern contexts (cf.
Gregg 1988:153 and Table 41) and will be used in further calculation, assuming an average
of 2000 kcal/kg for ovicaprid meat. In that case, it seems that the 30 kg of meat available
per person would be enough to cover the calorific demands of that person for 30 days, or,
in other words, in the case of a 'meat-only strategy', caprine husbandry would have
provided only about 8% of the minimum annual nutritional requirements14. So the
average returns in meat yields seem to be quite restricted, and if meat production was the
basis of animal husbandry, it seems more appropriate to focus upon pig or cattle breeding,
as these animals yield much more meat per head: in contrast with the 25 kg of usable meat
per dressed sheep or goat carcass, adult cattle may yield about 250 kg of meat for
consumption per dressed carcass, whereas adult pigs may give 70 kg (Flannery 1969, Table
2). Indeed, at Sabi Abyad, pigs have been kept mainly for their meat, since about 90% of
the animals were slaughtered before they had reached the age of two-and-a-half (Van
Wijngaarden-Bakker 1989:310). In the case of cattle, the main mortality lies in the third and
fourth year, whereas for caprines no specific strategy for slaughter at a certain age seems
to have been followed (ibid.:306, 313). In this respect, it is felt that sheep and goats at Sabi
Abyad were kept not only for their meat, but for other, 'secondary' products (milk and
dairy products, wool) as well. If meat were the main product obtained from caprine
maintenance, it seems that the flocks of sheep and goats would have been much larger
than assumed here. Indeed, this is not impossible; sheep and goats can be managed in
much larger herds without seriously increasing the annual herding labour. Watson
(1979:93) notes that one village herdsman in Iran could manage 150-200 sheep or goats,
whereas Russell (1988:85) suggests that the labour costs of herding are constant for herds
up to 400 animals. But although our proposed three full-time herdsmen at Sabi Abyad
may have been able to manage about 450-1200 animals, it seems, on analogy with modern
nomadic tribes, that the average herd size per household would hardly exceed 100 heads
of sheep or goats, i.e. for Sabi Abyad as a whole (five households) 500 animals seem to be
the upper limit. In the case of a 'meat-only strategy" this figure would imply that caprine
husbandry would have accounted for about 17% of the community's minimum yearly
nutritional demands15.
i
14 Calculation:
estimated calorific value of ovicaprid meat = 2000 kcal/kg.
30 kg x 2000 kcal/kg = 60,000 kcal.
daily calorific needs of one person = 2000 kcal /day (thereby not taking into account differences in age
and sex, and associated differences in nutritional requirements).
30 kg of ovicaprid meat would be sufficient to feed one person 60,000/2000 = 30 days.
Maximum annual calorific output in % per person is: 60,000/730,000 = 8.2%.
15 In the case of a herd of 500 animals, and an annual offtake of 30%, 150 animals would be available for
slaughtering each year. Further calculations proceed in a similar fashion as those presented in the
previous note.
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In the case of a 'meat-and-milk strategy1, the returns of caprine husbandry would be
considerably larger. In comparison with sheep, goats are much more effective milk
producers; for example, Stauffer (1965:292) claims that goats in the Near East give 50-100%
more milk than sheep do (for some Anatolian breeds it has even been suggested that goats
yield 200 to 400% more milk than sheep; see Spöttel 1938). Depending upon breed,
number of offspring and lactation period, the average annual amounts available for
human consumption seem to range between 40-60 litres for sheep and 60-80 litres for goats
(Dahl and Hjort 1976:210ff). Evidently, the amount of milk for human consumption
depends upon the number of lactating female animals, which may range from 16-60% in
the female goat flock and from 18-62% in the female sheep flock (ibid.:213). If lactation was
optimal (i.e. 60% of the females lactating, and each yielding 60 kg/year), and if the
proportion of male versus female animals was 1:1, it follows that in the case of our
assumed herd of 200 animals the average yearly milk production would amount to 3600
kg. It then appears that each year an average of 72 kg of milk would be available to each
person at Sabi Abyad. In nutritional terms, this amount would be enough to cover the
calorific requirements of each person through almost 32 days . If sheep and goats were
thus kept for both their meat and their milk, it seems that our assumed small herd of 200
sheep and goats at Sabi Abyad was able to meet the community's nutritional demands
through 62 days, but only if conditions were optimal. Most likely, however, the above
figure of annual milk production is much too optimistic (the number of lactating animals
was probably much smaller), and should be rejected. An average milk production of only
half the amount presented above is perhaps more acceptable; in this manner, any
'meat-and-milk strategy1 in caprine husbandry may provide sufficient nutrients to sustain
the community at Sabi Abyad through about 46 days, or, in other words, it may account
for almost 13% of the annual minimum calorific requirements17. Evidently, if the herds
kept at Sabi Abyad were as large as 500 animals, the returns of a 'meat-and-milk strategy'
would have been considerably larger, providing up to 32% of the minimal food
requirements per year .
In summary, it therefore seems that the dietary importance of sheep and goats at
Halafian Sabi Abyad will have varied between about 8-17% if the animals were kept for
their meat only, or between 13-32% if they were kept both for their meat and for their milk.
16 Calorific value of sheep milk is set at 1050 kcal/kg, whereas calorific value of goat milk is set at
710 kcal/kg (Dahl and Hjort 1976, Table 9.3; Voigt 1978, Table VI), giving an average of 880 kcal/kg.
available per person per year: 72 kg of caprine milk
in calorific terms: 72 kg x 880 kcal/kg = 63,360 kcal per person per year,
calorific requirements per person = 2000 kcal /day
72 kg of caprine milk is sufficient to feed one person through 63,360/2000 = 31.7 days.
17 Calculation:
calorific output of meat yield available per person = 60,000 kcal /year
calorific output of milk yield available per person = 31,680 kcal/year
miminum calorific requirements per person = 730,000 kcal/year
maximum calorific output in % per person is: (60,000 + 31,680)/730,000 = 12.6%
18 Calculation as before but now with a herd 25 times as large.
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Earlier it was suggested that, under dry-farming conditions, crop cultivation was able to
provide at least about half and at most three-quarters of the minimum annual calorific
requirements of the community. When taking into account that so far calculations have all
been aimed at defining the minimal nutritional demands of the Sabi Abyad inhabitants, it
is felt that either caprine herds must have been considerably larger than the 200 heads
earlier assumed, or that the role of the other domesticates (cattle, pigs) in food
procurement was much more important than appears from the faunal sample. In the case
of a caprine herd of 200 heads, yielding about 13% of the annual food requirements (in the
case of a 'meat-and-milk strategy1), it appears that, when agricultural yields were optimal
and yielded 75% of the food, pigs and cattle had to provide at least 12% of the food
requirements to reach a basic subsistence level; however, when agricultural production
was less successful, the importance of the other domesticates must necessarily have been
much greater. Indeed, pigs and cattle yield much larger quantities of meat per capita, and
so only small numbers of animals would be required to fulfil the immediate subsistence
needs. Nevertheless, it is suggested that herds had to be large in order to secure a stable
and reliable farming system beyond the level of mere subsistence production, and in order
to counteract the risks of crop failure or mass mortality among the animals.
2.2.9 The demand for land
In chapter 5, it was found that many of the Halaf sites of the early 5th millennium B.C.
(Balikh IIIC) were small in size and were occupied during a short period of time only.
Settlements were apparently easily founded and deserted, and most likely occupation then
shifted to another place nearby. In this respect, it is felt that any claims of ownership upon
the land surrounding these sites must have been very limited. In contrast, occupation at
Sabi Abyad lasted several centuries on a permanent basis, and here one can expect the
existence of some definite territorial claims upon the land sustaining the community.
Earlier it was suggested that Halafian agriculture at Sabi Abyad demanded an area of
about 133 ha. In the light of the above figures on animal husbandry, the foraging
requirements in spatial terms can now be estimated. In a non-degraded state, the artemisia
steppe around Sabi Abyad may have fed about one sheep or goat per hectare
(Kohler-Rollefson and Rollefson 1989, quoting Huss 1977); caprine pasturage then would
have required an area ranging somewhere between 200 ha. and 500 ha. around the site.
When taking both the agricultural and pastural demands (of caprines) together, the
community at Sabi Abyad needed an area of about 333 to 633 ha.; when including the
undoubtedly small herds of other domesticates, an area of about 400 to 700 ha. can be
suggested, i.e. a circle with a radius varying between about 1.1 and 1.5 km from the centre
of the site. Even if we double or triple the size of herds (which, in view of the population
size, seems to be highly exaggerated), or even if we assume one caprine per 2 or 3 ha. to
account for the undoubtedly degraded state of the landscape around Sabi Abyad
(resulting from the lengthy sequence of occupation preceding Halaf settlement), it seems
that the direct impact of the Sabi Abyad inhabitants upon their environment was limited.
The vast, uninhabited regions north and east of the site were probably left more or less in a
natural state.
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2.3 Subsistence Economy in a Wider Perspective
2.3.1 Introduction
So for, the discussion on Halafian subsistence economy and subsistence strategies has
mainly focused on the site of Sabi Abyad. However, we do have strong indications that
Sabi Abyad cannot simply be regarded as representative for all Halaf sites inside and
outside the Balikh valley. When taking additional settlement evidence and ecological data
from various sites and regions into account, a more complex picture emerges, pointing
towards the existence of various modes of subsistence associated with sites of different
nature and, perhaps, chronological positioning. Apart from rather large and permanently
inhabited settlements like Sabi Abyad, numerous very small sites existed which seem to
have been occupied for short periods only, perhaps on a seasonal basis. This basic division
of settlement holds already for early Halaf times, but particularly towards the end of the
Halaf period the number of very small, short-term sites seems to increase, and we have
some evidence that, at the same time, hunting became more important (e.g. at Khirbet
esh-Shenef). To put it differently, it may be the case that, due to a growing emphasis upon
wild resources, Halafian society in the course of time shifted from a mainly sedentary
basis to a more and more mobile way of life, in which settlements were easily founded and
just as easily deserted.
Before coming to a regional evaluation of Halafian subsistence economy in the area
of our main concern, the evidence from Halafian sites in other regions of the Near East
will be discussed first. When reviewing the literature, it appears that (1) at most sites the
small scale of excavation led to the discovery of only very few botanical or zoological
remains, (2) at some sites the collection of floral and faunal materials has been largely or
wholly neglected, (3) at some sites only part of the ecological material was retrieved
(mainly faunal remains), and (4) that the reports are in most cases short, incomplete or of a
preliminary nature. It will therefore be clear that the following discussion is far from
complete and that the arguments are in many instances tenuous at best.
2.3.2 Subsistence economy and subsistence strategy: a survey
Arpachiyah
Arpachiyah is a small mound located in the undulating lowlands of the Mosul region of
northern Iraq. The site has a diameter of almost 70 m at its base, and rises about 5.5 m
above the surrounding fields. Large-scale excavations in 1932 yielded a sequence of at
least five main Halafian levels, termed TT10-TT6, associated with round and rectangular
architecture (Mallowan and Rose 1935). The earliest levels of the mound proper were not
reached in excavation, and most of the excavated material seems to date from the later
stages of the Halaf period. In 1976, the site was re-excavated on a limited scale by means of
test trenches, resulting in an extension into the past of the earlier sequence (Hijara 1980).
Arpachiyah dates from the early half of the 5th millennium B.C.
From the early excavations only little has become known on matters of subsistence,
the site report simply noting that "Grains of wheat and barley were in fact forthcoming
from every level (...)" (Mallowan and Rose 1935:15). The barley seeds are unspecified.
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whereas some wheat specimens from level TT5, belonging either to the last part of the
Halaf period or to the earliest level of subsequent Ubaid occupation at the site, were
identified as Triticum dicoccum (ibid.). Flax (Linum usitatissimum) is said to have been
cultivated at Arpachiyah, too (Helbaek 1960:115). Mallowan considered a circular pit to
have been used for grain storage on the basis of a Halafian vessel containing grains of
wheat found in this pit (Mallowan and Rose 1935:15), but it is evident that the sole
contents of this pot cannot define the use of the pit.
The 1976 soundings have led to a short report on local Halafian agriculture by
Hubbard, based upon three soil samples. He pointed out that "The commonest cereals
were emmer, hulled and naked six-row barley, and two-row hulled barley. Einkorn was
also present, if not common; and one sample yielded lentils" (Hubbard 1980:153-54). The
studied samples were extremely rich in silicified epidermal cells mainly of wheat,
suggesting that after the harvest unwanted straw was burnt at the site (ibid. :154). Hubbard
relates his findings at Arpachiyah to those of Samarran Chogha Mami, the major
differences being the comparative rarity of hulled barley, the presence of peas and the
frequent occurrence of flax at the latter site. Whereas others have argued that Chogha
Mami relied upon irrigation agriculture (Oates 1973; Gates and Dates 1976; this in contrast
with Halafian sites which are assumed to have been based on dry farming), Hubbard
(1980:154) suggests that the observed differences between Chogha Mami and Arpachiyah
reflect not so much different patterns of agriculture as different processes of preservation
and sampling.
In addition to Hubbard's account of the plant remains, the vertebrate remains of the
1976 season have been briefly touched upon by Watson (1980). As may be expected, most
remains stem from domestic sheep, goats, cattle and pigs, in addition to which a few bones
of gazelle and some larger canids were found, as well as a single tooth of an Equid, a single
fish vertebra and a number of frog bones in a jar (Watson 1980:152). Two significant
changes in the faunal assemblage are indicated, viz. (1) an increase in pig remains from
Layer 30 upwards, and (2) an increase in cattle remains from Layer 19 upwards, at the
expense of sheep and goats. It is, however, expected that cattle are over-represented due to
different recovery and preservation as against small animals and unfused bones
(ibid.:152-53).
Watson defines four faunal phases, termed A to D (A being the earliest), although it
is stressed that the number of bones per phase is limited, ranging between 29 and 88 pieces
only. In the earliest phase, represented by 52 fragments, over three-quarters of the remains
belonged to sheep or goats, pig represented by one fragment only. In the next phase B,
consisting of 79 pieces, the number of pig bones increased to about a quarter, in
combination with a decline of sheep and goat remains to about two-thirds. In phase C,
represented by 88 pieces, species frequencies were defined by spatial occurrence, and in
the area outside the so-called Residential or Tholoi Area over half of the 37 pieces
belonged to cattle whereas in the Residential Area relative frequencies more or less
equalled those of phase B. Finally, phase D seems to show an increase in cattle remains. In
addition, Watson points out that in general, and according to the fusion of bones, hardly
any cattle was killed under the age of three. Most of the sheep and goats also fell into this
age group before killing. In contrast, pigs hardly seem to have lived beyond the age of one,
as only a few fragments belong to older animals.
251
Chapter 6
Banahilk
In the mid-1950s excavations were carried out at the Halafian site of Banahilk, east of
Arpachiyah and located in a plain along the Zagros range (Watson 1983). The oval mound
is about 100 m wide and 160 m long, with a height slightly over 4 m. Restricted soundings
yielded evidence of a small settlement, dating in its entirety from the last part of the Halaf
period, i.e. around the middle of the 5th millennium B.C.
No plant remains were recovered at Banahilk; only the animal bones have been
collected and studied (Laffer 1983). In total, 962 pieces of bone were collected, of which 152
(15.8%) could not be identified as to species. Of the identified pieces, almost 96% were
from both wild and domesticated sheep, goat, pig and cattle, the remainder belonging to
wild species like red deer, roe deer, red fox, brown bear, leopard, hedgehog, birds, fish
and snail.
The majority (60.7%) of the identified bone fragments belonged to caprines. Laffer
(1983:632) suggests that sheep and goats were present in more or less equal proportions,
with sheep being only slightly more preponderant. Most caprine remains (about 70%)
were from domestic species, but wild sheep or goats were hunted as well. Age data
suggest that almost half of the caprines at Banahilk survived beyond the age of four
Pigs account for about 15% of the identified bones, and all seem to belong to
domestic animals. None of these lived for very long, as only few (around 14%) reached an
adult age of about three years old. Most pigs were slaughtered when quite young
(ibid.:630, 634), which resembles the Arpachiyah sample.
Cattle were represented by about 20% of the identified pieces. On metrical and age
data most bovine remains are ascribed to domestic animals, although some larger
fragments may belong to wild animals, i.e. Bos primigenius (ibid.:641). Although based
upon an extremely small sample, and in strong contrast with sites like Arpachiyah and
Gerikihaciyan, it seems that most cattle were slaughtered at a young age, as only 25%
survived beyond the age of three. In estimating the relative importance of each species and
its associated relative contribution in meat to the diet of the Banahilk inhabitants, Laffer
(1983:642-43) has calculated the minimum number of individuals and concluded that
caprines constituted the majority, followed by pigs and finally cattle. Whereas cattle in
terms of percentages represent only a small part of the domestic animal population at
Banahilk, in terms of meat yield bovines played a prominent role, providing the larger
part of the meat to the Banahilk people. Caprines and pigs together, although in relative
proportions constituting the majority of the domestic animal population, may have
contributed only slightly over one-third of the meat to the inhabitants' diet.
Yarim Tepe II
The site of Yarim Tepe II is part of a group of tells of the same name and is situated on the
western bank of the Wadi Ibra (also known as Joubara Diariasi) in the Sinjar plain of
northern Iraq. Over half of the site has been washed away by the wadi (Yarim Tepe means
lialf-mound' in Arabic) but originally the mound must have had a rounded shape, with a
diameter of 100 to 140 m. The height of the mound is almost 9 m. The Russian excavations
at Yarim Tepe II from 1969 onwards have yielded evidence of an important, permanently
inhabited Halaf settlement with rounded and rectilinear buildings dated to the early half
of the 5th millennium B.C. (Merpert and Munchaev 1969, 1971, 1973, 1987; Munchaev and
Merpert 1971, 1973, 1981; Merpert et al. 1976, 1977, 1978, 1981).
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A small number (n=7) of botanical samples, taken from various occupation levels, has
been studied, and for the larger part they contain rather well-preserved cereal remains
(Bakhteyev and Yanushevich 1980:171 ff). Hulled and naked many-rowed barley (Hordeum
vulgäre, Hordeum vulgäre nudunt, Hordeum laguncutiforme) seems to have been the main
plant crop at Yarim Tepe H, followed to a slightly lesser extent by emmer, spelt and
bread-wheat (Triticum dkoccum, Triticum spelta, Triticum durum/aestivum). Bakhteyev and
Yanushevich suggest that the predominance of barley may perhaps indicate that barley
was not only used for human consumption but also for the feeding of domestic animals.
Some samples consisted of either barley or wheat in a pure state, without admixtures of
other cultivated plants or weeds. In addition, the composition of various samples
suggested that both emmer and spelt were separately sown and cultivated crops; in
contrast, free-threshing wheat seems to have been a rather insignificant admixture to
hulled wheat. The virtual absence of weeds in the studied samples may point to a careful
weeding of the fields and perhaps also to seed cleaning (ibid.:176).
The faunal sample consisted exclusively of mammal remains, with the exception of
one goose fragment (Anser spec.). In total, 2184 recognisable mammal fragments were
retrieved, representing 190 individual animals (Bibikova 1981). Domestic species were
predominant by far, comprising 87.5% of the bone sample or 83.7% by number of
ind viduals. However, whether these figures are truly correct remains questionable for it is
suggested that also domestic donkey (Asinus domesticus) was present at Yarim Tepe u, an
observation not confirmed by any other excavated Halafian site. The presence of the wild
predecessor of the domestic donkey, Equus asinus/africanus, in the Near East remains higly
questionable. It has been claimed that one complete metatarsus from early Neolithic
Mureybit resembles a (wild) donkey more than a half-ass (Ducos 1975), but Uerpmann
(1982:21ff) strongly doubts the correctness of this assignment. Epstein (1984:175), too,
states that Ducos' 'donkey' bone stems in fact from the Syrian onager. According to
Epstein, the wild donkey only occurred in Africa during the Holocene and was introduced
in a domestic state in the Near East in much later times. The Neolithic sites (including the
Halafian) in the regions between Africa and northern Iraq have yielded no unambigious
wild or domestic donkey remains thus far, and in this respect the presence of Àsinus
domesticus at Yarim Tepe n is most unlikely. When excluding the 'donkeys' from the Yarim
Tepe n sample of domestic animals, the percentage of domestic and wild animals in bone
count is 72.3% and 27.7% respectively (or 79.5% and 20.5% for number of individuals).
These figures will be used below.
Among the domesticates, sheep and goats are most abundantly represented,
comprising 70.9% of the (domestic) bone sample (70.8% of the individual count). Second in
line are domestic pigs, accounting for 14.4% of the bone count (15.2% of the individuals)
and third are cattle, comprising 13.2% (11.9%). In the case of cattle, the actual number of
domestic animals (Bos taunts) may be smaller for it was not always possible to distinguish
with certainty the domestic species (Bos taunts) from its wild counterpart (Bos primigenius).
In addition, a few fragments of domestic dog were found.
Among the wild animals, the onager (most likely Equus hemionus) was predominant,
comprising 62.3% of the bone count (the number of individual animals could not be
established). Gazelle (Gazella subgutturosa) was quite common, too, accounting for 30.8% of
the (wild) bone sample. The remainder mainly consisted of wild sheep and goats, and of a
few fragments of jackals and badgers. When compared with other permanently occupied
Halafian sites, the number of wild animals is astonishingly high at Yarim Tepe II, at least
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for the bone count which exceeds the percentages that according to Uerpmann (1982:44)
can be considered normal for Neolithic sites, i.e. 2-20%. In view of the emphasis upon
onager and gazelle hunting, Yarim Tepe II resembles to some extent the much smaller,
short-term sites of Shams ed-Din, Umm Qseir and Khirbet esh-Shenef (although the
amount of wild animal remains is considerably higher at the latter sites).
Cerikihaciyan
Cerikihaciyan is a small Halafian settlement located on the northeast edge of a wide valley
near the modern city of Diyarbakir in southeastern Turkey. The site has a diameter of
about 175 m and rises to a height of about 3 m above the surrounding plain. Excavations in
1968 and 1970 yielded evidence of four main building phases, each characterised by
circular buildings (tholoi). Gerikihaciyan dates from the later Halaf period, i.e. from
around the middle of the 5th millennium B.C. (Watson and LeBlanc, in press).
The 1970 excavation has yielded both floral and faunal remains. All carbonised seeds
recovered at Cerikihaciyan stem from fill or dump contexts, and in most cases probably
originated from kitchen refuse, although spikelet forks and glume bases suggest that
threshing remains were present as well. Crop-cleaning residues, however, are virtually
absent. Emmer wheat (Triticum dicoccum) was the main cereal crop plant at Gerikihaciyan,
in addition to which hulled barley (Hordeum cf. disticum) and, on a limited scale, einkorn
wheat (Triticum monococcum) were grown (Van Zeist 1979-80:77). As for the latter species,
two fragments were found which are strongly reminiscent of wild einkom (Triticum
boeoticum var. aegüopoides) and which may have occurred as a weed in grain fields. Pulses,
viz. lentil (Lens culinaris), bitter vetch (Vicia ervilia) and chick pea (Cicer arietinum), were
common and apparently had a prominent role in the vegetable diet of the Gerikihaciyan
people. Flax (Linum usitatissimum) was grown, too, and wild fruits of pistachio (Pistada cf
atlantica), hawthorn (Crataegus sp.) and almond (Amygdalus sp.) were gathered.
In addition to the plant remains, the excavations at Gerikihaciyan yielded 2100
identifiable animal fragments, belonging to domestic sheep (Ovis aries), wild sheep (Ovis
orientalist, domestic goat (Copra hircus), wild goat (Copra aegagrus), domestic cattle (Bos
taurus), domestic pig (Sus domesticus), domestic dog (Cams familiaris), red deer (Cerous
elaphus), onager (Equus hemionus), red fox (Vulpes vulpes), hare (Lepus sp.), tortoise (Testudo
graeca), freshwater mussel (unto tigridis), birds, rodents, fish and small carnivores
(McArdle, in press). As at the other sites, domestic caprines, pigs and cattle were the most
common and provided the main animal protein to the Gerikihaciyan community.
Caprines are most abundantly represented, accounting for about two-thirds of the
sample. Sheep seem to predominate, being about twice as common as goats.
Morphological and age data suggest that most caprines were domestic (a few wild ones
had probably been hunted in the nearby Taurus mountains). Almost half of the caprines
seem to have been slaughtered before the end of their second year, whereas another 38%
died before reaching maturity. The latter closely resembles the mortality pattern for
domestic caprines in the Deh Luran sites of southwestern Iran (Flannery 1969) but is in
contrast with the evidence from Arpachiyah and Banahilk where larger numbers of
caprines survived their third or fourth year.
Pigs, all domestic, constituted about 13% of the identifiable bones at Gerikihaciyan.
About 68% of the pigs were killed before reaching adulthood, i.e. between 16 and 24
months old, whereas another 29% were slaughtered before reaching maturity.
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Domestic cattle remains comprised about 15% of the identifiable bone sample. Some large
fragments suggest that either some individual animals of 80s primigenius were also killed
or that some unusually large domestic animals existed. The bovid mortality pattern at
Gerikihaciyan was in marked contrast with that of the caprines and pigs at the site;
whereas most of the latter domesticates did not survive beyond their second year, over
half of the cattle remains belonged to adult animals, i.e. animals about three or more years
old. Evidently, for matters of propagation cattle had to be kept alive much longer than the
other domesticates (cattle reach sexual maturity much later than sheep, goats or pigs).
Additional reasons for a relatively late culling may be the large meat yield per single adult
bovid or the fact that these animals may have been used for other purposes than mere
meat supply (traction or the production of milk and other dairy products).
Apart from the main domesticates, only few other fragments of domestic or wild
species were found, suggesting that these were of little importance in the diet of the
Gerikihaciyan inhabitants. Domestic dogs (Cam's familiaris) were present at the site, as is
suggested by fragments of dog-sized carnivores, by some metric data and by differences in
relative percentages of skeletal elements from open and sealed contexts, assumed to be
due to the consumption of fragile skeletal elements (like ribs, vertebrae and scapular
blades) by carnivores, i.e. dogs. Hunting seems to have been of minor importance,
fragments of wild animals like red deer, onager (?) and red fox (the latter most likely
hunted for its fur) accounting for only about 2% of the identifiable skeletal remains.
Non-mammalian remains are rare, for they are only represented by two long bones of the
tortoise (Testudo graeca), seven fragments of an as yet unidentified bird species (partridge?)
and three vertebral remains of fish. However, large numbers of Unto shells were found,
suggesting that the gathering of freshwater molluscs was a common practice. Interestingly
enough, none of these shells were worked nor were any artefacts of shell found, and
apparently these mussels were only collected for consumption.
ÇaviTarlasi
The Halafian site of Çavi Tarlasi is situated in the Euphrates valley of southeastern Turkey
(Urfa province). Apart from an initial survey campaign (Von Wickede 1984W, the site was
excavated over a considerable area (ca. 800 m2) in 1983 and 1984 (Von Wickede 1984a; Von
Wickede and Misir 1985; Von Wickede und Herbordt 1988). Çavi Tarlasi is a rather small
settlement, measuring about 110x80 m and permanently occupied for about 200 years in
the early half of the 5th millennium B.C. Five building phases were recognised, each
characterised by keyhole-shaped tholoi and some multi-roomed rectangular structures.
The faunal sample consisted of 5066 animal remains, the vast majority of which
belonged to mammals (ca. 98%). The sample was heavily fragmented and about one-third
could not be identified as to species. The small number of non-mammal remains included
birds, tortoises, freshwater-crabs and, particularly, freshwater mussels (Schaffer and
Boessneck 1988).
Domestic animals were predominant by far at Çavi Tarlasi, comprising almost 98%
of the mammal sample. In the bone count, small sheep and goats are most common
(37.2%), followed by medium to large-sized cattle (35.7%) and pigs (27.1%). However, by
weight, there can be little doubt that cattle were the main domestic animals at the site,
comprising about 71.8% of the sample, followed far behind by pigs (16.1%) and caprines
(12.1%; see Schaffer and Boessneck 1988:38ff and Tabs. 3, 4). Among the cattle, young to
sub-adult, male animals seem to predominate (with only few animals being older than 2.5
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years), leading Schäffer and Boessneck (1988:41) to the conclusion that cattle maintenance
was mainly aimed at meat production.
In contrast with other Halafian sites, sheep and goats seem to have been of
subordinate importance at Çavi Tarlasi; indeed, caprine remains are most abundantly
present in number but by weight they come third only. Goats seem to predominate over
sheep and most female animals were culled at an early age, again suggesting that meat
production was the main objective (ibid.:44). About half of the caprines were slaughtered
before reaching adulthood; two-thirds of these were lambs, the remaining one-third were
sub-adults up to the age of about two.
Domestic pigs (Sus domesticus) were quite abundant at Çavi Tarlasi. Most pigs seem
to have been killed at a young age: about half were slaughtered in their first year, another
quarter in their second year and the remaining quarter in their third year. Only very few
animals seem to have reached an age beyond three years old. Schäffer and Boessneck
(1988:52) suggest that the consumption of pig meat may have equalled that of caprine
consumption.
The sole other domesticate at Çavi Tarlasi was the dog (Cam's familiaris), found in
very small numbers only (n=14 or 0.4% of the identified mammal sample). Also rare at
Çavi Tarlasi were wild animals, hardly comprising 2% of the mammal sample. A wide
spectrum of wild animals is indicated, most species, however, represented by very few
fragments only: aurochs (Bos prim/genius; n=3), wild goat (Copra aegagrus; n=l), fallow deer
(Dama dama; n=3), red deer (Cervus elaphus; n=6), gazelle (CazeUa subgutturosa; n=12), wild
pig (Sus scrofa; n=17), onager (Equus hemionus; n=16), red fox (Vulpes vulpes; n=3) brown
bear (Ursus arctos; n=5), wild cat (Felis sihestris; n=l), hare (Lepus capensis; n=5), squirrel
(Sciurus anomalus; n=l ), beaver (Castor fiber, n=2) and mouse (Spate kucodon; n=4). Most of
these animals were undoubtedly accidentally hunted or trapped and will have contributed
to the diet of the Çavi Tarlasi inhabitants to a very minor extent only. The presence of the
Euphrates near Çavi Tarlasi hardly seems to have affected consumption patterns. Bird
remains were found only in very modest numbers and fish were wholly lacking, although
this may be due to matters of sampling or preservation (Schäffer and Boessneck 1988:38).
Only small freshwater mussels were rather common (n=83). Two species are indicated,
viz. Unio crassus and Unio tigridis, the former seven times more common than the latter.
Both species may have been used for consumption (cf. Boessneck und Von den Driesch
1975:162).
Arjoune
The site of Arjoune is situated on a low terrace formed of alluvium and eroded bedrock on
the east bank of the Orontes river in western Syria. The site encompasses several small
natural mounds following the edge of a meander, and covers an area of approximately
300x150 m; the actual area of occupation, however, seems to be much smaller. Two
mounds were excavated, revealing shallow pits and what may have been the lower
portions of roughly circular, subterranean dwellings, sunk to a metre or so into the natural
rock and filled with occupational debris (Marfoe and Parr 1981/82; Marfoe et al. 1981;
Unger-Hamilton 1988:110ff). Any substantial structures, however, seem to be absent and
Arjoune may very well represent a camp site repeatedly occupied for short periods
around 4600 B.C. (Gowlett et'al. 1987).
Little is at present known about the subsistence economy of Arjoune.
Unger-Hamilton (1988:112-113, thereby relying upon studies to be presented in the
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forthcoming final publication on Arjoune) notes that the staple crops represented at
Arjoune were einkorn and emmer wheat, two-hulled barley and lentils. At least the
wheats were fully domesticated but whether this holds for the barley and the lentils as
well still remains to be seen; these food plants may very well have been collected
somewhere around the site. In addition, horsebean, grapes and the seeds of various fruit
trees (hawthorn, pistacio, plum or cherry, almond, fig) were recovered, most of which
were probably collected either in the Orontes valley (vines) or in the mountainous regions
of the Lebanon and the Anti-Lebanon (other fruits).
The vast majority (almost 97%) of the faunal remains belonged to domestic animals
(sheep, goats, pigs, cattle, dogs). The few wild animals attested at Arjoune were gazelle,
red deer, hare, cat, bird, tortoise and crab. Sheep and goats were predominant, accounting
for about 60% of the domestic animals. Female caprines outnumbered males, and most of
the latter, moreover, were slaughtered when young, pointing to a herding strategy with an
emphasis on meat. Cattle and pigs were each represented by about 20%. In the case of the
pigs, it appeared that about a third was killed in their first year and about a half in their
second. Unger-Hamilton (1988:113) states that "Ageing data, and the hypothesis that these
pigs, like wild pigs, gave birth once a year in march, suggested that most of the pigs of
Arjoune were killed in the summer. This indicated either a deliberate culling policy or
seasonal occupation or both; the marshy flood plain of Arjoune in the summer might be an
ideal area in which to herd pigs, while in the winter the pigs were driven to a drier area".
A somewhat similar suggestion has been made for the pigs of Umm Qseir in northeastern
Syria (see below).
Umm Qseir
Umm Qseir is a very small Halafian settlement on a low sandy hill on the left bank of the
Khabur river in northeastern Syria. The site consists of two low mounds but Halaf
occupation seems to have been confined to the western mound only. Excavations in 1986
suggested that the area of Halaf settlement extended over only 0.15 ha. Three phases were
recognised, together comprising a debris accumulation of about one metre. The lowest
level is probably divided from the upper ones by a hiatus of unknown duration. The lower
phase has yielded no architectural features, apart from some mud bricks and the plaster
base of a possible mortar, but the second phase showed a circular building about 5 m in
diameter. Occupation seems to have continued for some time after this building went out
of use. Judging from the artefacts recovered, the site dates from around the middle of the
5th millennium. The excavators have suggested that Umm Qseir was a small, short-term
camp site, inhabited by perhaps 30 persons (Hole and Johnson 1986/87).
Charred plant remains were extracted by means of flotation of ash lenses probably
representing materials cleaned out of hearths (McCorriston 1989; Hole and Johnson
1986/87). The agricultural crop plants consisted of emmer wheat, two-row and six-row
barley, lentil, field pea, chick pea and bitter vetch. In addition, there was some evidence
for the gathering of wild edible plants like raspberry and pistachio nuts. Raspberries are
not found in the region today but must originally have grown along the river. Pistachios
may originally have grown in wadis near the settlement, or may have been collected from
the flanks of the Jebel Abd a 1-Aziz, at a distance of 15-20 km from the site, or of the Jebel
Koukab, at a distance of about 8 km. McCorriston has pointed out that the crop plants are
all associated with a range of field weeds: (1) spring crops like lentil, bitter vetch, field pea
and chickpea are associated with weeds like scorpion vetch (Coronilla scorpioides) and
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bugloss (Buglossoides arvensis), (2) the early summer crop of emmer wheat is associated
with wild grasses like Bdlevalia sp. and Hypercoum sp., and (3) the late summer crop of
six-row barley is related to Portulaca oleracea, a palatable weed today growing in irrigated
fields. In view of the species' water and soil requirements, cultivation of crop plants must
have involved a number of different locations. Apart from six-row barley, strongly
associated with irrigation and most likely cultivated on the lower alluvial soil of the
Khabur basin, all plants seem to have been grown under dry-farming conditions.
However, McCorriston points out that the present-day heavily eroded and saline
gypsiferous soils around Umm Qseir prevent the cultivation of emmer wheat, lentils,
bitter vetch and chickpeas, which suggests either that environmental conditions in
antiquity were much better than today or that cultivation took place in richer
environments at some distance from the settlement. Although there are some indications
(diversity of flora and fauna, and associated micro-environments) that the main ravaging
and degradation of the steppe-like environment of the Khabur area is a rather recent
phenomenon, starting shortly after the Halaf period, McCorriston is more inclined
towards the latter option, i.e. that crops were farmed elsewhere or perhaps even obtained
through exchange, and that Umm Qseir was mainly exploited on a seasonal basis for its
wild steppe resources (see also Hole and Johnson 1986/87). The virtual absence of
agricultural implements (no sickles or hoes, and only very few grinding stones) points in
this direction as well.
In addition to the plant remains, vast quantities of bones were recovered in
excavation. After sorting, the sample from the Halafian levels consisted of 2446 fragments
identifiable as to species (Zeder and Myler 1989; Hole and Johnson 1986/87). Most
strikingly, wild species, like gazelle, onager, aurochs, fallow deer and red deer,
predominate at Umm Qseir, these animals comprising about 60% of the faunal remains
both by weight and bone count. In addition, some fragments of wolf, fox and hyena
appeared, perhaps occasionally hunted for their fur, as well as remains of minor food
contributors like hares, birds, turtles and fish. Some freshwater mussels were collected as
well. These animals suggest a wide exploitation of the Khabur environment. Whereas
gazelles and onagers are found in the arid steppe away from the flood plain, animals like
wild cattle and deer are associated with riverine forests. In this respect, it is remarkable to
find that no wild pigs, inhabitants of the riverbank as well, were present at Umm Qseir.
The role of wild animals, particularly gazelle and onager, seems to increase through time,
from about 46% in the lowest level to 64% and 63% respectively in the upper strata.
Gazelle was the primary game animal and age data suggest that hunting focused on adult
individuals, the vast majority of the gazelle bones belonging to animals over 14 months of
age. The increase of wild species is associated with a considerable decrease in domestic pig
frequency, from about 22% in the lowest level to around 5% in the topmost levels. The
emphasis upon wild animals at Umm Qseir closely resembles the subsistence economy at
the site of Shams ed-Din on the Euphrates (see below), the main difference being that at
the latter site the onager is predominant, whereas at Umm Qseir gazelle is the main
hunted species. At Umm Qseir, the sample of gazelle and onager remains is characterised
by an emphasis on limb bones (containing most of the usable meat), whereas cranial parts
are largely lacking, suggesting that most of these animals were at least partially butchered
away from the settlement, perhaps at the spot of killing.
Domestic species include rather large sheep and small goats, accounting for about
28% of the bone count (25% by weight), and very small pigs, comprising 12% of the count
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(11% by weight). In the case of the sheep, it may even be the case that we are partly
dealing with the mouflon, i.e. another game animal (Hole and Johnson 1986/87). Age data
suggest that the caprine mortality lies mainly between 2.5 and 4 years (about 45%);
slaughtering thus seems to have focused on those animals with the highest meat yields
when related to labour input and grazing requirements. Young animals, aged under 2.5
years, account for about 29% (of which 17% seems to have been culled between 0.5 and 1
year), whereas adult animals (older than 4 years) comprise 26%, with average appearance
rapidly decreasing with increasing age (cf. Zeder and Myler 1989, Figure Caprine
Mortality).
The size of the pigs suggests that they were all domesticated, and mortality data
indicate that pigs were mainly culled at a very young age (up to 1 year old). In addition to
caprines and pigs, a few fragments of the domesticated dog appeared.
As pointed out before, when assuming that environmental conditions in the Khabur
area resemble those of antiquity, it seems that the poor gypsiferous soils around Umm
Qseir were unsuited for most crops19, which suggests that the majority of vegetable food
must have come from more favourable regions further north and were obtained by
exchange or were brought to the site by people who arrived seasonally. However, the
possibility that Umm Qseir was a periodically occupied camp site, perhaps repeatedly
visited by pastoralists bringing their herds to a more favourable area during parts of the
year, is contradicted by the common occurrence of caprines and pigs at the site. Sheep and
goats represent nearly 30% of the faunal remains, thus suggesting that slaughtering for
consumption occurred regularly and not incidentally, which would probably be the case
when herds were brought to the site mainly for grazing purposes (Zeder and Myler 1989;
Hole and Johnson 1986/87). Moreover, if one assumes that January was the birth-giving
season, it follows from the age categories distinguished by Zeder and Myler that culling
mainly occurred during the hot and dry parts of the year, i.e. during those months which
most seriously affected grazing possibilities and herd survival. Indeed, this is the most
likely season for slaughtering, but at the same time it is the least likely season for
pastoralists to be in these marginal areas of the Khabur region. The common appearance of
pigs (at least in the lower level) is another major argument against the interpretation of
Umm Qseir as a pastoralist camp site: pigs are thought to be less suited for transhumance
and therefore they are a characteristic component of sedentary husbandry (Flannery 1983).
Besides, as in the case of sheep and goats, age data indicate that pigs were killed and eaten
the year round at Umm Qseir, with perhaps a peak in the summer months (Zeder and
Myler 1989). Summarising, therefore it appears that there can be little doubt that, at least
on a small scale, Umm Qseir was inhabited more or less continuously and on a sedentary
basis, but it may very well be the case that the residents were seasonally joined by
transhumant pastoralist escaping the colder winter of the regions further north. Hunting,
particularly of gazelle and onager, was of the utmost importance and seems to have
provided the vast majority of the meat requirements of the Umm Qseir residents, and,
19 On the riverine soils perhaps some small-scale cultivation took place, as is indicated by the occurrence of
barley remains and Portulaca seeds. In addition, raspberries and pistachios may have grown along the
river or in wadis.
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perhaps, caprines and pigs largely served as 'reserve herds' to survive lean years or to be
slaughtered mainly at a time when wild game was not available in sufficient quantities.
Tell Aqab
This site is situated in the Khabur headwaters region of northeastern Syria. It is a rather
small, oval mound measuring, at its base, about 50x80 m, and rising about 9.5 m above the
level of the surrounding fields. Excavations in 1975 and 1976 (Davidson and Watkins 1981)
showed that the earliest phases of occupation are deeply buried below these fields, virgin
soil appearing at a depth of about 2.3 m. The mound thus contains a total accumulation of
almost 12 m of occupational debris, of which 10.5 m belongs to the Halaf period. Tell Aqab
showed evidence of a long sequence of Halafian levels, and is one of the few excavated
sites covering almost all stages of Halaf cultural development (the site was newly founded
in the Halaf period; when compared with Sabi Abyad, it seems that only the earliest
phases are lacking at Aqab).
Although faunal and floral remains have been collected during excavation at Aqab
(Davidson and Watkins 1981:3-4), so far only a short account on the plant material is
available (McCorriston 1989). Tell Aqab is situated in the dry-farming area and the variety
of plant remains is entirely in agreement with what one would expect: emmer wheat
(Triticum dicoccum), two-row barley (Hordeum vulgäre), lentils (Lens culinaris), field peas
(Pistwn-sp.), bitter vetch (Vida eruilia) and flax (Linum usitatissimum). No remains of wild
food plants were found, but the samples yielded evidence of a number of wild weeds and
legumes, which may have been brought to the settlement together with the harvests or as
part of dung cakes: Polypogon-sp., Silene-sp., Aegilops-sp., Vaccaria hispanica, Medicago-sp.,
Trifolium-sp., Astragalus-sp., Trigonella-sp. and Lathyrus-sp.
Interesting is the rare presence of charcoal remains at Aqab, of which only about 100
very small fragments were recovered (at most Halafian sites, charcoal seems to be rare; cf.
Watkins and Campbell 1987:26). However, Astragalus seeds appeared in rather large
proportions, and McCorriston suggests a relationship by proposing that dung cakes
mostly served as fuel at Aqab instead of wood. It may be the case that the Halafian
heartlands, of which the upper Khabur area definitely formed part, were already free of
trees and that natural resources were already seriously degraded due to human
intervention.
Shams ed-Din
Shams ed-Din is situated on a gravel terrace on the left bank of the Euphrates in
north-central Syria, about 8-12 m above the present alluvial plain. The triangle-shaped site
is maximally 240 m long and 220 m wide, although it is not known whether this area was
wholly occupied. The depth of the occupation levels varies between 1.00-1.20 m, and three
building phases are recognised, each with circular structures. The site dates from the
middle of the 5th millennium B.C. (Al-Radi and Seeden 1980).
Rescue excavations in 1974 at Shams ed-Din yielded faunal remains only; no plant
remains were collected. In total, 1730 fragments of animal remains were available for
study, almost 20% of which could not be determined according to species (Uerpmann
1982). Interestingly enough, and in marked contrast with other Halaf sites thus far studied,
remains of wild animals are much more common than domesticates at Shams ed-Din; wild
animals account for almost 55% of the identifiable fragment count or about 68% of the
bone weight. Particularly equids, most likely representing Equus hemionus, appear in
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massive numbers, comprising over 40% of the remains by fragments or 60% by weight
(ibicLll and Tables 1-2). Other wild animals, like wild pig (Sus scrofa), buffalo (Bubalus
sp.), red deer (Cervus eiaphus) or fallow deer (Dama mesopotamica) appeared only in small
numbers, and only gazelle (Gazelle sp.) was quite common, comprising about 7% of the
identifiable bone count (almost 4% of the bone weight). Despite the location of Shams
ed-Din close to the Euphrates, remains of aquatic animals hardly occurred at the site, as
only one freshwater mussel (Unto tigridis) was found. Birds, too, were rare, the stork
(Ciconia cf. ciconiä) being the sole species uncovered. The latter remains stemmed from an
oven pit, which also yielded a partial skeleton and some other remains of red fox (Vulpes
vulpes) and wild cat (Felix silvestris).
The abundant occurrence of equid remains at Shams ed-Din is in marked contrast
with other Halaf sites investigated, and resembles the earlier sites of Mureybit or Umm
Dabaghiyah. Apparently onager hunting was of extreme importance at Shams ed-Din,
although it is not clear what reasons underlie this particular preference. Uerpmann
(ibid.:44) considers it unlikely that a need for meat alone accounts for this peculiarity, and
he suggests that, apart from calamities and temporal shortages, the herds of domestic
sheep, goats, cattle and pigs could largely have fulfilled these requirements. Moreover, he
feels that large-scale hunting would have imposed a considerable burden upon the settled
community at Shams ed-Din in terms of organisation and labour, particularly if these
activities had to be combined with agriculture and herding (although these drawbacks
may have been smaller if the region around Shams ed-Din had some natural attractions to
animals like direct access to water; in this case, the hunters could simply wait for the
animals). In Uerpmann's view, however, it is most plausible that onagers, initially
attracted by the Euphrates water, may have acted as robbers of cereal crops maintained by
the Shams ed-Din inhabitants in fields along the river and as such were intensively
hunted. 'To kill them when penetrating the fields would not have been a simple act of
hunting for meat but rather a necessity in the protection of the cereal crop" (ibid.:46). Little
is known about plant husbandry at Shams ed-Din since no plant remains have been
collected in excavation, but the presence of sickle elements, grinding tools and a possible
silo suggests that cereals were grown around the site.
Domestic animals at Shams ed-Din account for about 43% of the identifiable bone
count and 30% of the bone weight. As can be expected, caprines are predominant,
comprising around 35% of the fragments (16% of the bone weight). Sheep (Ovis aries) are
by far the most abundantly occurring domestic animals at Shams ed-Din. Although wild
sheep may have occurred around the site, no evidence for this was found. Caprines at
Shams ed-Din seem to have been slaughtered from their second year onwards and
particularly around their fourth year, and only very few were killed in their first year
(ibid.:47). Uerpmann points out that some animals lived a longer life than mere
reproduction would have required, and that these individuals perhaps served other
purposes than meat production. Seeden (1982:66-67) suggests that caprines provided the
Shams ed-Din inhabitants with milk and, when processed, with other dairy products, as
well as with skins and wool.
Domestic pigs (Sus domesticus) are represented by 11 skeletal fragments only,
accounting for 0.7% of the identifiable bone count (hardly 0.4% of the bone weight). No
reliable estimate of slaughtering age can be given, although most bones seem to stem from
young animals.
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Domestic cattle (Bos taunts), too, appears only in small numbers, comprising about 7% of
the identifiable bone sample (12% of the bone weight). Uerpmann (1982:46) points out that
there are not enough finds for reliable estimates of slaughtering ages, as the sample
contains both young and adult animals.
In addition to the above-mentioned domesticates, domestic dog (Cants familiaris) was
represented by a few skeletal fragments.
Ras Shamra
Long-term excavations at Ras Shamra on the Mediterranean, about 10 km north of the
modern port of Lattakia, have revealed prehistoric remains in nine soundings excavated
by Schaeffer between 1934 and 1960 (Schaeffer 1962) and in sounding SH excavated by De
Contenson between 1962 and 1976 (De Contenson 1970,1973,1977,1979,1982).
Thus far, faunal remains have been published only from the excavations between
1955-1960 in the sounding west of the Baal temple (Poulain 1978), whereas all floral
evidence stems from the later sounding SH (Van Zeist and Bakker-Heeres 1984/86).
The sounding west of the Baal temple has yielded evidence of three main stages of
prehistoric occupation, by the excavators termed Niveau V to HI and each subdivided into
a number of phases. In time, these stages range from the 6th millennium B.C. (Niveau
VC-A or "Néolithique"), through the Halaf period (Niveau IVC-A) until the late 5th or
early 4th millennium B.C. (Niveau fflC-B). In the case of Niveau IV or the Halaf period, it
should, however, be kept in mind that Ras Shamra is situated on the extreme western
periphery of the Halaf culture. So far, only some of the pottery ascribed to Niveau IV has
shown Halaf characteristics, leaving the question unanswered whether we are here
dealing with a 'true' Halaf site or, perhaps more likely, with a Halaf-influenced settlement,
incorporating Halaf traits on a restricted scale but in general relying upon local traditions.
The sounding yielded only a limited number (n=670) of identifiable animal bones
from the various levels, Niveau V having 253 skeletal elements, Niveau IV having 341
pieces and Niveau III yielding 76 pieces (Poulain 1978). Poulain originally discussed the
faunal remains according to phases per main period of occupation, but here each 'Niveau'
is treated as a unity in order to correct for (very) small sample size, and to stress the main
trends. However, it is doubtful whether the restricted numbers give a truly reliable
account of animal exploitation at Ras Shamra, particularly if we take the considerable
duration of each period into account.
Interestingly enough, although domestic animals predominate in all periods,
remains of wild animals comprise a considerable part of the faunal assemblage, ranging
from about 28% in Niveau V, through 39% in Niveau IV to 18% in Niveau in (based on the
identifiable bone count). Particularly wild pigs (Sus scrofa) and fallow-deer (Dama dama)
are commonly attested, these species accounting for about 22% and 4%, respectively, of the
identifiable bone count in Niveau V, whereas in the next Halaf period these figures are
reversed, wild pigs now accounting for about 6% and fallow-deer for around 15% of the
bone count. In the latter period, gazelle (Gaze.ua arabica), too, increases in importance, as
this species now represents around 3.5% of the sample. Other wild animals like roe
(Capreolus capreolus), brown bear (Ursus arctos) and red fox (Vulpes wipes) appear only in
small numbers. The present data suggest that particularly during the Halaf period hunting
was of considerable importance. As for the Chalcolithic levels at Ras Shamra (Niveau III),
the extremely limited amount of animal skeletal remains (n=76) can hardly be expected to
provide a reliable picture, although the general trend seems to be one of decreasing
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importance of hunting; wild animals, represented by three species only (wild pig,
fallow-deer and brown bear), now comprise about 18% of the bone count. The vast
majority of the wild animals hunted around Ras Shamra were of adult age, and only very
few remains of young animals were found. This preference may simply be due to the
larger meat yield provided by adult animals in comparison with younger ones, although,
as suggested by Poulain (1978:178), there may also have been an additional concern of the
hunters with the preservation of the species. The rather large amount of male animals
hunted is in favour with the latter.
Among the domesticates, pigs (Sus domesticus) and cattle (Bos taurus) seem to
predominate, whereas caprines are represented in remarkably small numbers. In Niveau
V, pigs and cattle comprised about 21% and 29% of the bone count, respectively, whereas
caprines accounted for 21%. In the Halaf levels of Niveau IV, these figures change slightly,
and pigs and cattle now comprised about 16% and 21% of the bone count, whereas the
number of caprines increased to about 23%. In Niveau lu, the amount of caprines
decreased markedly to about 15% only, pigs and cattle now again predominant. Poulain
(1978:178) points out that about three-quarters of the domestic animals at Ras Shamra
were of adult age, although the slaughtering age varied per species. Thus, over 80% of the
bovids were of adult age, whereas young and very young animals represented only 13%
and 5% respectively. Caprines, too, seem to have consisted mainly of adult animals (about
80%). Pigs, on the other hand, seem to have been slaughtered at a much younger age in
general: adult animals represented slightly over half of the individuals, and the remainder
were young (about 29%) or very young (19%) animals. Generally speaking, these figures
hold for each main phase of prehistoric occupation at Ras Shamra.
Sounding SH, laid out southwest of the Baal temple, yielded a lengthy sequence of
Neolithic to Early Bronze Age levels (De Contenson 1970,1973,1977). Thus far, no study
of the zoological remains from sounding SH has appeared but Van Zeist and
Bakker-Heeres (1984/86) have reported on the botanical samples taken from the Neolithic
(phase V) and Halaf (phase IV) levels. The Neolithic or phase V is divided into three
subphases, termed Vc to Va, and are radiocarbon-dated between 6500-5250 B.C. The
earliest phase, Vc, comprises the second half of the 7th millennium B.C. The lower half of
the phase Vc deposit yielded no architectural vestiges, but the upper part contained
rectangular structures built of stone. No ceramics were found and this phase closely
corresponds to the Levantine Pre-Pottery Neolithic B. The subsequent phase Vb, dated
between 6000-5750 B.C., is characterised by stone buildings and the appearance of
burnished ceramics, resembling the Amuq A ceramics. Phase Va is dated between
5750-5250 B.C. and, as in the preceding levels, characterised by small stone structures.
Burnished ceramics decrease in importance and are replaced by matt or decorated pottery.
The appearance of Halafian-style pottery marks the beginning of phase IV at Ras Shamra
sounding SH, dated between 5250-4300 B.C. Buildings are still rectangular and consist of
mud-brick walls upon stone foundations. Associated with these rectangular structures,
round ovens appeared.
As for the plant remains of sounding SH, it appears that among the cereal crops
emmer wheat (Triticum dicoccum) and two-rowed hulled barley (Hordeum distichum) were
by far the most important species (ibid.:157ff). Einkorn wheat (Triticum monococcum) and
free-threshing wheat (Triticum aestivum/durum) were represented by a few fragments only
from phase Va onwards and perhaps were not grown as separate crops. The relatively
large size of the Ras Shamra emmer wheat grains, when compared with sites like Ramad
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in the Damascus basin or Sabi Abyad on the Balikh, suggests that climatic conditions were
more favourable along the Mediterranean than in inland Syria (ibid.:158; see also Van
Zeist and Waterbolk-Van Rooijen 1989:327ff). Other cultivated plants at Ras Shamra were
legumes, like lentil (Lens culinaris), field pea (Pisum saiivutn) and Lathyrus, and linseed
(Linum usitatissimum). Among the legumes, lentil seems to have been an important crop
plant, particularly in pre-Halaf Neolithic levels, whereas the two other species occur only
in small numbers. Linseed was cultivated with certainty from phase Va onwards. It seems
that in the earliest levels at Ras Shamra (Vc) pulses (particularly lentil) were as widely
grown as grain but in later prehistoric times the importance of pulses relative to cereals
strongly diminished, pointing towards important changes in the Ras Shamra plant
husbandry (ibid.:166-67).
Interestingly enough, and in contrast with the pre-Halaf Neolithic levels, the
proportion of field weeds relative to crop plants strongly increased in the phase IV or
Halaf levels at the site. Apparently, weeds, particularly Lolium, infested the cultivated
fields to a considerable degree and Van Zeist and Bakker-Heeres (ibid.-.168) wonder
whether, perhaps as a result of changes in agricultural practices, these weeds now became
a serious pest. The common occurrence of Lolium caryopses and the large numbers of
Triticum spikelet forks and glume bases suggest that most Halaf samples at Ras Shamra
consist of threshing refuse and crop-cleaning residues.
As for the wild food plants, it seems that fruits like wild olive (Olca sp.) and, to a
lesser extent, pistachio (Pistada palaestina) had been gathered for consumption. Seeds,
leaves or roots of other wild plants may have been eaten, too, but due to matters of
preservation this cannot be proven.
2.3.3 Settlement and subsistence: a regional perspective
From the literature, it repeatedly appears that most investigators are inclined to see
Halafian settlement as permanent and lengthy occupation at certain sites, each of these
representing small communities practising mixed farming on a sedentary basis.
Undoubtedly, this one-sided and distorted picture is partly derived from the emphasis of
excavation upon larger mounds with long sequences; it was not until recently that smaller
sites, too, have received attention. These smaller sites present some strong evidence that
Halafian settlement and subsistence are much more complex than assumed until now.
Recently, Hole and Johnson (1986/87) have questioned whether any Halafian people were
actually sedentary the year round but this suggestion seems to be much too bold,
considering the evidence which we have from the various excavated sites. Earlier it was
pointed out that we have little doubt that Sabi Abyad was continuously inhabited, and, to
judge by the faunal remains, even at very small sites like Umm Qseir people must have
lived throughout the year (Zeder and Myler 1989). To ensure permanent settlement at a
given spot, precautionary measures must have been taken to survive lean years and to
secure durable protection against the elements. It is therefore not surprising to find that at
Halafian sites with long sequences solid architectural features are always found as well as
good evidence for an intensive exploitation of the local environment. As pointed out
before, the relative importance of agriculture vis-à-vis animal maintenance at a certain site
is extremely difficult to establish, but in the case of the larger, long-lasting sites it seems
that in most instances agriculture constituted the basic mode of subsistence, be it always
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in association with animal husbandry. Most of these permanently inhabited sites have
yielded evidence of extensive storage facilities, sickle elements and heavy ground tools.
However, in the case of the small sites with rather short sequences the evidence is less
obvious; at these sites, building remains are often less substantial, agricultural tools are
largely lacking and the floral and faunal remains suggest that wild resources replaced
domestic production to a considerable extent (i.e. a much wider exploitation of the local
environment is suggested). In these cases, it may well be that not agriculture but animal
husbandry or hunting constituted the main basis of subsistence. True evidence for mobile
camps is lacking, perhaps due to their very nature; one would expect the existence of
camps to be indicated mainly by isolated sherd scatters or other artefacts and food refuse
distributed over restricted areas (cf. Hole 1974). For example, during our 1983 Balikh
survey, we repeatedly encountered remains of modern semi-nomadic encampments on
top of ancient mounds (in early spring, herds of sheep and goats are brought from the
Euphrates area into the Balikh valley due to lack of pasture grounds in the south) but
when wind and rain have eroded the surface any traces of tent layout will have
disappeared as well, the sole indications of occupation consisting of domestic refuse.
It is recalled that all Halafian sites in the Balikh valley are small to very small,
comprising one or two hectares at most (the site of Mounbatah is an obvious exception; see
chapter 5). Moreover, it appeared that at many sites the duration of occupation was
probably restricted; if one takes Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef as representative,
most small sites may have witnessed only one or two main phases of occupation, and even
these may each have represented short-term or seasonal settlements only. At Damishliyya,
possible traces of a later Halafian camp site repeatedly visited over a number of years
were found, occupation at the mound being restricted to an area of hardly 0.1 ha. No
building remains appeared, apart from a number of pits to be differentiated
chronologically, and perhaps occupation was limited to tents or buildings constructed of
materials less permanent than mud brick. At nearby Khirbet esh-Shenef, later Halaf
settlement covered an area of about 0.2 or, at most, 0.3 ha. Excavation yielded evidence of
an open scatter of mainly round buildings which almost all seem to be much too small for
living-units and were probably used for storage or other domestic activities; true
living-units have to be looked for in the areas thus far unexcavated. Considering the small
size of settlement at Khirbet esh-Shenef as well as the open nature of occupation, it seems
that the size of the population at the site must have been extremely limited, perhaps
including one or two households. As at Damishliyya, it seems that occupation was not
continuous: two phases were recognised, divided from each other by an erosion layer. A
similar short-term Halaf site seems to be Tell Assouad/Aswad. As pointed out before,
Mallowan's 'Halaf' building on the top of the mound is probably of 7th or early 6th
millennium date, and any evidence for Halaf occupation is thus restricted to a few ceramic
stray finds. It is therefore strongly suggested that Halaf occupation at Assouad must have
been of a most restricted nature, both in spatial and temporal terms (hence no substantial
accumulation of domestic debris). Finally, it is recalled that ceramic evidence suggests that
not all Halafian sites were contemporarily occupied; for example, Halafian Damishliyya is
definitely of earlier date than Khirbet esh-Shenef; it had already been deserted for a long
time when the settlement at Shenef was founded. The pottery collected from the surface of
the other, unexcavated sites yielded evidence of a similar differentiation in chronological
positioning.
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In these respects, it seems that the Balikh evidence is not unlike that of other regions. In
short, most Halafian settlements appear to be small, i.e. covering an area of less than 1 or 2
ha. Most of these sites seem to have been occupied throughout the year, at least on a small
scale, as is evidenced by the common occurrence of pigs at these sites (pigs do not travel
easily and are not expected with mobile populations) and the mortality data of both
caprines and pigs at Umm Qseir. However, in most cases, the total duration of occupation
was probably restricted, as excavated sites like Arjoune, Umm Qseir, Shams ed-Din or
Kharabeh Shattani each comprise a few phases of occupation only. Finally, we have some
indications that settlement was not continuous at all sites; for example, at Umm Qseir, a
hiatus in occupation seems to be present between the lowest level and the upper ones,
suggesting that the site, like Damishliyya and Shenef in the Balikh, was repeatedly visited
over a longer period of time. At some of these small sites, building structures seem to be
entirely lacking (e.g. at Arjoune, thus resembling Damishliyya), whereas at others only
flimsy traces of an open scatter of buildings appeared. At Umm Qseir, the lower phase is
represented by a floor surface covered with mud-brick fragments, and only the second
phase of occupation is associated with a round building or tholos. The small site of
Kharabeh Shattani, too, yielded only pits and some stone foundations, and it has been
suggested that settlement at the site was characterised by "a changing pattern of
construction over time, with buildings and other structures being replaced and rebuilt
here and there in a shifting, haphazard pattern" (Watkins and Campbell n.d.:34-35).
Arjoune and Umm Qseir have been viewed as seasonal camp sites related to nearby
and more permanently occupied sites (Marfoe and Parr 1981/82; Hole and Johnson
1986/87), and perhaps other short-term settlements like Shams ed-Din or Kharrabeh
Shattani should be interpreted in a similar manner. We have some evidence that hunting
increased in importance in later Halaf times. At Ras Shamra on the Mediterranean, over
one-third of the faunal fragments of the Halafian level IV belonged to wild species like Sus
scrofa, Cervus dama, Gazella arabica and Capreolus capreolus. At Umm Qseir, over 60% of the
faunal remains belonged to wild animals, onagers and gazelle being most common. These
animals seem to have provided the bulk of the meat requirements of the Umm Qseir
population. Small flocks of domestic sheep, goats and pigs may have served as 'reserve
herds', slaughtered mainly at a time when wild game was not available in sufficient
quantities. Environmental circumstances make it unlikely that vegetable food was
produced locally in a substantial manner, and perhaps these kinds of nutrients were
largely obtained through exchange (McCorriston 1989). At mid-5th millennium Shams
ed-Din over 60% of the faunal remains belonged to wild species, with onager and gazelle
being predominant (as at Umm Qseir). Uerpmann (1982:46) suggested that most of these
animals were hunted not so much for their meat as to prevent them from crop prédation.
However, in this case, one would expect that the prey was usually simply left at the spot
of killing instead of being brought to the settlement in vast quantities. It is felt that meat
and, perhaps, hides of wild animals were much-wanted products, and, consequently, that
onagers and gazelles played a much more important role in the subsistence economy at
Shams ed-Din than assumed by Uerpmann. As at Umm Qseir, hunting may mainly have
served to survive lean seasons (Shams ed-Din is situated in a rather marginal environment
on the edge of the dry-farming region), but Uerpmann suggested that the total quantities
of meat obtained from hunting must have exceeded local consumption to a considerable
extent. It therefore may be the case that sites like Umm Qseir or Shams ed-Din represent
specialised hunter camps, and perhaps these sites were intermediate trading outposts
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between hunters and sedentary agriculturalist communities, in a fashion more or less
similar to the one that has been suggested for early 6th millennium Umm Dabaghiyah
(Kirkbride 1974). Excavations at this small site have yielded only few living-units, whereas
most of the architectural features seem to represent extensive storage facilities (Kirkbride
1972, 1973, 1974). Virtually no agricultural implements, ground tools or plant remains
were found, and Kirkbride (1974:88) suggested that most vegetable food must have come
from elsewhere. Carefully made flint and obsidian implements, small alabaster bowls,
specific kinds of pottery as well as some beads and mace-heads of exotic stones also seem
to represent import products, and, considering the poor natural resources around Umm
Dabaghiyah, one may wonder what items were given in exchange. The answer lies
perhaps in the large numbers of animal bones, of which over 88% belongs to wild species.
Particularly onager (68.5%) and gazelle (15.9%) are predominant, and Kirkbride (1974:90ff)
suggested that it was the meat and the hides of these animals which were the basis of the
economy of Umm Dabaghiyah, as these items were traded with sedentary communities in
other regions. More recently, and in view of the elaborate storage facilities, Brentjes (1983)
has brought forward that Umm Dabaghiyah perhaps served as a focal storage area of
semi-nomadic people, who lived at the site only for part of the year and used the various
buildings for the storage of all kinds of products when absent. He suggested some
parallels with semi-nomadic tribes in northern Africa which, until recently, maintained
so-called Spekherburgen at regular places, to store products like flour, oils, dairy products,
dried fruits, wools, clothes or mats, which were guarded by a few people only.
At present, it is hard to imagine what reasons account for the differences in Halaf
subsistence strategies or what reasons underlie the apparent short (and, occasionally,
repeated) nature of settlement at many Halaf sites, if one does not accept that part of the
Halafian people were transhumant pastoralists or hunters. Indeed, it may be the case that
agricultural practices led to a rapid exhaustion of local soils, thus forcing people to move
on constantly. However, at a number of sites (located in the immediate vicinity of the
short-term ones) people actually did stay for long periods (several centuries), which raises
the question of whether soils around these sites were better or whether different
agricultural methods were employed. In this respect, one may also wonder why in later
Halaf times settlements appeared in the marginal regions of the southern Balikh valley, an
area unsuited for dry farming and providing a much less secure and regular basis of
subsistence than the north. Earlier it has been suggested that Halafian communities in the
upper Balikh brought only limited parts of the potentially arable land under cultivation;
why then occupy the southern margins instead of the vast, empty lands in the north? As
pointed out in chapter 5, one obvious reason may be that these northern lands were not as
empty as they seem to be; if Halafian society strongly relied upon animal husbandry, these
lands may have constituted the pasture areas for the local communities. Whenever there
was a need for more pasture lands, this expansion then had to be found in the more
marginal areas in the south. It seems doubtful whether settlement in the south was of a
structural nature (see chapter 5); all sites are small and seem to have been occupied during
a short period only, and they resemble in these respects sites like Damishliyya orShenef.
There is no reason to assume that Halafian society was strictly divided between, on
the one hand, sedentary agriculturalists and, on the other hand, fully nomadic pastoralists
or hunters. One can easily think of a situation in which at most of the smaller sites a small
group stayed throughout the year, practising small-scale agriculture and animal
husbandry, whereas another, mobile component of the population visited these sites
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seasonally to pasture their flocks, to hunt, to sustain social relationships and to exchange
food products or other items (cf. Zeder and Myler 1989). It is recalled that Halafian sites
were initially defined on the basis of the presence of Halafian ceramics, which seem to
have been manufactured in specific production centres and which thus point towards the
existence of an intra-regional exchange network (chapter 7). Within a similar network food
products may have been exchanged (cf. McCorriston 1989). Although pastoralists do not
necessarily need cereal grains produced by farmers (Hole 1974:236), ethnographic
accounts suggest that many modern pastoralist societies depend upon agricultural
products to a considerable extent which they obtain through exchange against dairy
products (Dahl and Hjort 1976:220ff; Black-Michaud 1986:42ff).
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7 Production and Exchange: The Economy ofa Halaf ian Community (part two)
1 Introduction
So far, the discussion about the economy of the Halaf community at Sabi Abyad has
emphasised fanning rather than commodity production. There can be little doubt that
farming was a main determinant in Halaf socio-economic relationships and behaviour, the
community at Sabi Abyad potentially being more or less self-sustaining in terms of
subsistence, but we do have considerable evidence that production and distribution of
other than agricultural goods was widely practised. Sabi Abyad was far from being an
isolated 'closed universe'; on the contrary, the site was part of a broader system of
interrelationships operating at a regional and supraregional level. Sabi Abyad seems to
have been a major, specialised production centre of pottery and (to a more limited extent)
other commodities or services, distributing these goods over a rather large area.
Production is defined as the socio-economic arrangements involved in practising crafts as
opposed to the mere mechanics of manufacture (cf. Rice 1987:168) and it is, evidently, part
of any economic system, closely related to the other economic subsystems of distribution
and consumption (Earle 1982:8). Production involves at least five, integrated aspects: (1)
scale of production, (2) mode of production (referring to aspects of technology, and of
labour and organisational arrangements), (3) location of production, (4) variability in
products, and (5) diachronic and synchronie alterations in production (Rice 1987:170ff).
These items will be discussed in more detail below. Apart from ceramics, other evidence
for specialised production and the existence of trade or exchange mechanisms is provided
by a number of commodities which must have come from specific regions inside or
outside the Balikh valley, either in the form of finished commodities, semi-finished
products or as raw materials. Since 'trade' often has the connotation of well-organised and
regular distribution in a commercial manner and urban context, 'exchange' is here
generally preferred, this term in its widest sense referring to all forms of distribution of
goods, information and services between social units (cf. Renfrew 1975:5; Pires-Ferreira
and Flannery 1976:287; Torrence 1986:2). Here it will mainly be applied in a narrow
manner, dealing with those material items (pottery, flint, obsidian, basalt and other stones)
which cannot have been obtained through direct access to local sources and which,
consequently, must have been acquired through some sort of intermediary.
Exchange among social units can be expected to occur in the case of an unequal
access to either raw materials, production facilities or social institutions. In reconstructing
prehistoric exchange, three interrelated components have to be recognised: (1) the sources
of the items of exchange (defining the original physical or cultural identity of the
exchanged item by means of chemical, pétrographie or stylistic analyses), (2) the spatial
patterning in the commodities of exchange, and (3) the social and economic framework
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defining exchange (Renfrew 1975:39-40; Earle 1982:3ff; Torrence 1986:3-4). Like other facets of
human behaviour, exchange has an individual and a communal aspect: individuals act in the
basic procurement and transferring of given commodities, but always within a social and
ideological framework defining needs and affecting form and possibilities of individual
exchange relations (Earle 1982:2). Evidently, the archaeological record only partially reflects
the outcome of individual and social decision-making; only its durable material effects are
preserved, which by means of inference have to be converted into meaningful assessments of
human behaviour (cf. Schiffer 1976; Binford 1981; Torrence 1986).
The first step towards a recognition of exchange mechanisms is the detection of
commodities which are suspected to be non-indigenous to a given site or region, but it
goes without saying that the simple presence of non-local products does not a priori
indicate exchange; goods can easily arrive at a site by other mechanisms as well (for
example, acquisition and consumption of exotic commodities can be controlled by one and
the same social unit, without any intermediate station; cf. Torrence 1986:5, 218ff).
However, in the case of Sabi Abyad and the other Halafian sites in the Balikh valley, we do
have some evidence that exchange of commodities of various nature existed. For example,
it appears that so-called Dark-Faced Burnished Ware was imported on a small scale from
western Syria or Cilicia, and that obsidian and basalt was brought in from the Turkish
hinterland. Local pottery production was probably restricted to a few sites only, from
which ceramics were distributed to other, nearby settlements. Evidently, exchange occurs
in a number of closely interrelated and hierarchical stages: (1) the settlement (exchange
between individuals or households at site level), (2) the region (exchange between
individuals or households of various communities within a certain region; whereas some
exchange will take place at the micro-regional level affecting a restricted area only, other
goods or services move within the region as a whole, i.e. at the macro-regional level), and
(3) the supra-region (interregional exchange). It is expected that the organisation and
social context of exchange vary according to level, and, moreover, that different products
travel along different lines or mechanisms. For example, whereas some goods move at the
level of every individual or household, others affect specialists or elites only
(Pires-Ferreira and Flannery 1976; Earle 1982; Hodder 1982). Commodities of exchange
may act in utilitarian, subsistence contexts (e.g. food products or lithic tools) but at the
same time many of these goods may serve in social or ritual contexts; often, the economic
and social aspects of exchange do not represent separate variables but are closely linked.
Many 'foreign' goods may reach a social unit in the form of gifts, bypassing the economic
significance of these goods to a considerable extent, or as Renfrew (1975:5) has put it:
"They are social acts, prestations, in which the material aspect may have a subsidiary
importance. (...). An exchange of goods in such [band or tribal] communities is primarily
an act reinforcing a social relationship, and material exchange is an important aspect of the
adjustment of the individual's relationship with others in his social environment, and in
the adjustment of the band's or tribe's relationships with its neighbours".
Before discussing in more detail the nature and implications of prehistoric
production and exchange at Halafian Sabi Abyad and related sites in the Balikh valley, it
seems appropriate first to present the basic artefactual evidence that potentially indicates
the existence of exchange mechanisms and its source or production area.
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Goods, Production and Source Areas
Zl Food products
It is assumed that in strict subsistence terms the Sabi Abyad inhabitants were able to meet
their daily food requirements or, in other words: there seems to have been no immediate
need to import food products on a regular, large-scale basis. On the other hand, it is
well-known, from historical sources as well as from ethnographic studies, that large
quantities of additional food may regularly have come to a settlement as part of feasts and
ceremonies or in the form of gifts and tributes (cf. Dahl and Hjort 1976:162-63). Moreover,
it was already suggested earlier that there seems to have been some sort of functional
differentiation between Halafian settlements in the Balikh valley, most likely initially
defined by different patterns of subsistence behaviour in which small, short-term
settlements depended in various respects upon more permanent settlements nearby. For
example, Sabi Abyad seems to have functioned as a specialised pottery-production centre,
providing smaller, nearby communities with ceramics and, most likely, services (see
below). One may then wonder what these often very small communities had to offer in
exchange, if it was not food products derived from agriculture, animal husbandry,
hunting or gathering. Regarding the delicate and easily disturbed balance between general
labour requirements and actual nutritional output of the Sabi Abyad subsistence system,
additional acquirement of food products through local exchange may have contributed in
a considerable manner to secure and improve daily life at the site. Besides, it may have
relieved individuals from continuous subsistence labour, providing them with time to
spend in leisure or manufacture.
2.2 Lithic industry: procurement and production
At Sabi Abyad, the chipped-stone industry mainly consisted of light-brown or
greyish-black implements of nodular or, more rarely, tabular flint (Copeland 1989). Most
stone material was probably obtained locally: flint outcrops are found on top of calcareous
rocks bordering the flood plain within a distance of 3 to 5 km from Sabi Abyad. Some of
these outcrops yielded evidence of flint tools and debitage, thus suggesting that
flint-knapping occurred on the spot. These implements differ, however, from those found
at Sabi Abyad, and seem to be of earlier date (L. Copeland, pers. comm.).
At first sight, the repeated occurrence of cores and core fragments and flint debitage
suggests that flint was mainly brought to the settlement in the form of nodules and locally
processed into tools. But Copeland (1989:244, 257) has pointed out that there is only little
evidence of primary flint working at Sabi Abyad. Cores (constituting about 7% of the
debitage) are mainly unstandardised and suited for medium or small flake production;
only very few, atypical bladelet cores appeared (ibid.:261). The presence of trimming
flakes suggests that at least some flint-knapping was done at Sabi Abyad but most of the
primary activities of cortex peeling and blank production seems to have been performed
elsewhere; perhaps only repair work or shaping of pre-formed blanks was performed at
the site. At present, we have hardly any indications that flint was brought to Sabi Abyad
from regions outside the Balikh valley. Perhaps the so-called 'tabular knives' or 'tile
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knives' (i.e. tools made on wholly flat and thin pieces of tabular flint, with a bifacial
working-edge formed by pressure-flaking) represent import products. Thin sheets of flint
of Cenozoic rock are found in various parts of Syria but it is doubtful whether these occur
naturally in the Balikh valley. Perhaps these tabular knives form a link with regions
further east; these implements repeatedly occur in Iraqi Samarra contexts (ibid.:242). In
this respect, it is recalled that Samarra-like pottery also appeared at Sabi Abyad. Other
import products are perhaps the tiny, short-tanged 'desert points', one example of which
was found at Sabi Abyad, whereas another was collected from the surface of Mounbatah.
The point from Sabi Abyad came from the Halaf Level 3, whereas the one from
Mounbatah was found in an area littered with Halaf ceramics. These points are
well-known from the Levant and the Arabian peninsula (TJbaid arrowheads') and have
been dated to the 5th millennium and later. Their earliest appearance is very late in the 6th
millennium (cf. Bar-Yosef 1981:560-61), a date which seems to be confirmed by the
examples from the Balikh valley.
Trade in flint implements is known from earlier periods (e.g. early 6th millennium
Umm Dabaghiyah; Kirkbride 1974) but in most cases we are dealing here with carefully
made and specialised items found in regions where flint sources are either lacking or of
inferior quality. Most likely, if any such trade existed in Halaf times, it was of an incidental
and small-scale nature. Again, in the Balikh valley, natural flint outcrops were locally
available and were exploited in a small but regular manner. When compared with earlier
periods, Halafian lithics are often described as 'banal' or 'impoverished', whereas they
also appear in much smaller numbers than before. It may very well be that alternative
materials (metal is sparsely found at some sites) took over the role of lithics or that lifestyle
changed in Halaf times (cf. Copeland 1989:267).
Over 80% of the lithic material consisted of flint and a few pieces of chert. The
remainder consisted of small obsidian pieces which must have been brought in from
eastern Turkey, i.e. from an area over 300-400 km northeast of Sabi Abyad. A preliminary
trace analysis of six obsidian samples has suggested that two groups of obsidian were
present at the site, i.e. two sources seem to have been exploited , one of which can be
identified with near-certainty as Bingöl (Copeland 1989:268). In addition, among the
non-analysed obsidians a small number of coarse-grained implements appeared, having
more impurities and perhaps representing a third source. The obsidian industry at Sabi
Abyad mainly consists of small, retouched bladelets and, to a lesser extent, flakes. The
presence of a few cores or core fragments and of some chipping debris suggests that
trimming was carried out locally. Virtually no artefact was left intact and Copeland
(1989:267) has suggested that fracturing was either done deliberately (perhaps to facilitate
hafting in composite tools) or occurred during detachment from the core. Considering the
distinct technological and typological features of obsidian vis-à-vis flint, there can be little
doubt that both materials served different purposes. The spatial distribution of lithics, too,
points towards a functional differentiation (or, perhaps, variability in waste disposal):
about 19% of the lithic material retrieved from the living-areas on the southeastern mound
Differences in elemental composition of volcanic glass are not necessarily related to different sources;
recent research in the Bingöl region has shown that one main source can yield obsidians of various
compositions due to differences in age of eruption and deposition (M.C. Cauvin et al. 1986).
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of Sabi Abyad consisted of obsidian, whereas the debris and outdoor-activity areas on the
northeastern mound yielded about 14% of obsidian (Akkermans 1987a:31).
In the Balikh valley, we have some evidence that obsidian increased in importance in
the course of time. At late 7th millennium Damishliyya, the lithic assemblage of the
earliest level consisted of about 6% of obsidian, whereas in the next levels this amount
gradually increased to about 16% in the topmost stratum (Akkermans 1988a:26-27). At
nearby Tell Assouad, too, obsidian seems to be most abundantly present in the upper
levels (M.C. Cauvin 1972:90) and at Sabi Abyad obsidian increases from almost 15% in the
lower, pre-Halaf levels to about 19% in the upper, Halaf strata (Copeland 1989). However,
when converted into weight, it appears that these figures represent only very small
quantities and there can be little doubt that any traffic of obsidian from the Turkish
hinterland into the Balikh region must have been of a most restricted nature; one can
hardly assume a steady, regular supply. This picture from the Balikh basin more or less
agrees with that of regions further west; for example, at Arjoune in the Horns basin
obsidian hardly included 1 % of the lithic assemblage (Copeland, in prep.) and at Shams
ed-Din on the Euphrates about 11% of the lithics are of obsidian (Azoury and Bergman
1980:127). However, when going eastwards, towards the Khabur region, a distinct increase
in the use of obsidian is evidenced: at Tell Aqab over 80% of the lithic assemblage
consisted of obsidian (Davidson and Watkins 1981:11), whereas at the small camp site of
Umm Qseir 42% of the chipped stone is of obsidian (Hole and Johnson 1986/87:181; in the
site report 24% is stated erroneously). In contrast with Aqab, primary chipping debris and
cores are lacking at Umm Qseir, and virtually all obsidian is present in the form of finished
blades, which strongly suggests that obsidian reached the site in finished form. In contrast,
flint mainly consists of chipping debris and Hole and Johnson conclude that flint and
obsidian implements "were clearly made by different processes and doubtless by different
people". Interestingly enough, at Cavi Tarlasi, located along the Euphrates in the
southeastern Turkish piedmont, obsidian is much less abundant than one would expect in
view of the site's position much closer to the sources of obsidian than the Syrian sites (Von
Wickede and Misir 1985:105). Apparently, sites in different regions had different access to
the obsidian flow. Not only did some sites (e.g. Aqab, Umm Qseir) obtain much larger
quantities of obsidian than others (e.g. Arjoune or the Balikh sites) but some sites
apparently also acquired at least part of the obsidian in raw form, to be shaped into tools
locally (Aqab, Sabi Abyad), whereas others received obsidian in finished form (Umm
Qseir). As to the question of how obsidian may have been distributed, the reader is
referred to, for example, Renfrew et al. 1966,1968; Renfrew and Dixon 1976; Wright 1969;
Beale 1973; Torrence 1986.
2.3 Basalt and other stone
Whereas artefactual remains of flint or obsidian were rather rare at Sabi Abyad, it
appeared that other kinds of stone were present in even smaller quantities. The various
kinds of stone and their counts are listed in Table 7.1. Apart from limestone, which was
also used in considerable quantities for building, all stones appeared in the form of
finished artefacts. Carving or manufacturing debris was almost entirely lacking, thus
suggesting that these items reached the site in finished form or that manufacture was
restricted to specific and as yet unexcavated parts of the site. Unfortunately, no figures on
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the weight of the various kinds of stone are as yet available. However, there can be no
doubt that in terms of weight basalt is by far the most common product, artefacts of basalt
almost all consisting of rather large and heavy grinding slabs, mortars and pestles.
Commodities of rather exotic material like hematite or rock crystal not only appear in
minute quantities but are all of very small size as well.
As will be clear from Table 7.1, stone artefacts at Sabi Abyad show an interesting
variety of raw materials: basalt, limestone, sandstone, granite, marble, alabaster, hematite,
rock crystal (milk quartz?) and a number of finely textured but as yet unidentified whitish,
grey, black or greenish stones (headed 'unident.' in Table 7.1). Unfortunately, the natural
occurrence of these kinds of stone is poorly documented. Most stones were probably
obtained somewhere in the Balikh area or its immediate surroundings, i.e. within an area
of at most 100 km from Sabi Abyad. Limestone is found on the Pleistocene terraces
bordering the flood plain, at a distance of 5 km from Sabi Abyad, and judging from the
large quantities of limestone used in building, these sources were widely explored. In the
limestone area sandstone and marble may also occur; Miocene Upper Pars outcrops
dominated by sandstone are present in the Balikh basin (Mulders 1969:36), whereas
marble is a coarse-grained variety of calcite common to limestone areas (Beale 1973:136).
Another product of the limestone region may be the iron oxide hematite, black or
steel-grey in colour with a metallic lustre. Hematite is formed as a weathering product in
iron-bearing lodes and can be found in concretions or bands in limestone and as a
cementing medium in ferruginous sandstone. Most often it appears as a weathering
product or as a secondary rock constituent of quartz and other surface rocks (Rosenfeld
1965:143ff). Hematite was found only in minute quantities at Sabi Abyad and had been
used only for the production of very small beads, labrets and stamp seals, i.e. for objects
without a direct utilitarian function but acting in social or symbolic contexts first. A red
earthy variety of hematite is the amorphous and easily powdered red ochre, definitely
used at Sabi Abyad as indicated by traces on a small basalt pestle (Akkermans 1989e:285).
Alabaster is a fine-grained and compact variety of gypsum and may have come from
the middle Balikh region, about 30 km south of Sabi Abyad, where gypsum is widely found
and where hard gypsum rocks occur at escarpments (Mulders 1969:51). Alabaster was used
only in very small quantities at Sabi Abyad and only for the production of small and low bowls,
three fragments of which appeared at the site. Alabaster may be entirely white in colour (as was
one bowl fragment) but more often it is banded or veined with iron oxides and other impurities
(as in the case of the two other parts). From sites like Bouqras, Jarmo and Damishliyya we have
good evidence that multi-coloured alabaster was often worked in such a way that the natural
banding or coloration served as decoration of the vessel wall (P.A. Akkermans et al. 198253;
Adams 1983210; Akkermans 1988a:27). Stone vessels seem to constitute a mainly 7th
millennium feature in the Balikh valley. When compared with Sabi Abyad, the much smaller
exposures at nearby Tells Assouad and Damishliyya have yielded a considerably larger amount
of stone-bowl fragments (Cauvin 1972; Akkermans 1988a). In contrast, Sabi Abyad has yielded
many more ceramics than these earlier Neolithic sites; apparently pottery had largely taken over
the role of stone vessels in the daily life of the late 6th and 5th millennia B.C. Stone objects of
vesicular basalt are all in the shape of ground tools like pestles, mortars or grinding slabs. Basalt
must have been brought to Sabi Abyad from a considerable distance: the nearest sources
of basalt are found in the Turkish Karaca Dag region east of Urfa or, to the south, in the
volcanic area east of Raqqa on the Euphrates (Mulders 1969:50). In both cases, the distance
from the source to Sabi Abyad is the same, i.e. about 100 km.
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MATERIAL
basalt
limestone
sandstone
granite
marble
alabaster
hematite
crystal
unident.
ground
tools
40
2
9
9
bowl
1
6
3
5
bead
1
3
1
1
labret
4
4
seal
2
spindle
whorl
1
disk
1
unknowi
1
1
13
Total
40
4
2
10
6
3
9
5
29
%
37.0
3.7
1.9
93
5.6
2.8
8.3
4.6
26.9
Table 7.1
Number of stone artefacts at Sabi Abyad (Halaf strata).
Apart from basalt, at least two other kinds of stone seem to be exogenous to the
Balikh valley: rock crystal and granite. Both materials may have come from the
mountainous region of southeastern Turkey but it is more likely that they appeared in
northern Syria in the form of river-transported boulders (or as inclusions in boulders in
the case of rock crystal); in this respect, the Euphrates may have been the source area or
the Pleistocene Euphrates gravel deposits bordering the lower Balikh basin (Mulders
1969:38-39; due to its source area, the Balikh itself does not transport boulders). Granite
seems to have been used almost exclusively for the production of ground tools, whereas
rock crystal, like hematite, served only in the production of beads and other ornaments.
2.4 Bone and miscellaneous day objects
In view of the simple technology required and the abundant occurrence of raw materials,
there can be little doubt that the commodities made of bone (awls, needles, spatulas) and
clay (spindle-whorls, figurines, sling missiles etc.) were all produced locally at the site.
2.5 Pottery
During the excavations at Tell Sabi Abyad enormous amounts of pottery were retrieved
from the various strata of occupation. The pottery from the earliest, pre-Halaf levels at the
site is mainly characterised by undecorated and coarsely finished ceramics but so-called
Dark-Faced Burnished Ware, reddish-brown, grey or black burnished and occasionally
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decorated with white-filled incisions, is found in small quantities, too. In the next,
transitional levels from pre-Halaf to Halaf small numbers of painted ceramics appeared, in
some respects resembling the Samarra pottery of the regions further east. Dark-Faced
Burnished Ware and Samarra-Like ceramics also appear in the upper Halaf strata at the site
but the general ceramic assemblage is now changing: coarse-ware pottery is replaced in a
gradual but persistent manner by Halaf ceramics, strongly differing in technological and
typological aspects from their earlier counterparts. Painted pottery is found in
ever-increasing numbers, ultimately comprising over 80% of the ceramic sample. Most of
these ceramics had probably been made locally, i.e. at the site of Sabi Abyad proper. A
clear method to determine whether or not ceramics are of local origin is to analyse the
elemental composition of both locally found ceramics and clays (see, for example,
Davidson and McKerrell 1976,1980; Davidson 1977,1981; Picon and Le Mière 1987; Le Mière
and Picon 1988). In the case of Sabi Abyad, so far only a first trace analysis of a restricted
number of sherds is available (Le Mière 1989), whereas a detailed account of clays both from
the site and from other places in the Balikh valley is awaited (Le Mière, in prep.).
From the various Halafian strata at Sabi Abyad, almost 160 pottery fragments,
including numerous painted ones, were collected which showed a greenish colour, a
brittle texture and, occasionally, deformations in shape, thus indicating overfiring. Some
sherds showed evidence of blistering, i.e. bubbles on the surface caused by firing gases
which did not escape quickly enough during firing; apparently, these vessels had been
subjected to very high temperatures for a short time (Van As and Jacobs 1989:227). In
addition, a small number of true wasters were found. Evidently, such crumbly and
deformed, overtired pottery and wasters will occur only if ceramics are manufactured
locally. Therefore, we do have some definite evidence that ceramics, including painted
ones, were produced at the site; that production, moreover, was on a considerable scale
can be inferred from the specific technology and knowledge required. In a technological
sense, the fine Halaf pottery differs in various respects from their coarsely finished
counterparts mainly found in the early strata at Sabi Abyad, and Van As and Jacobs
(1989:227, 229) suggest a basic difference in manufacture, with coarse ceramics largely
produced in open fires, perhaps at the household level, and fine wares in advanced kilns
pointing towards organised production at the site level. Most of the coarse pottery shows
vegetable inclusions and is fired at rather low temperatures, i.e. 700-750°C (ibid., Table
V.I). Plant-tempered ceramics require little care during firing, as they are strongly
resistant to thermal shock (due to large pore size) and can be fired rapidly at low
temperatures (plant fibres act as fuel in the vessel wall; see Kalsbeek apud Franken 1969;
Franken 1974; Arnold 1985). These kinds of ceramics thus require only little craftsmanship
and can easily be manufactured within a domestic mode of production. Differences in
techniques and finish can be expected to occur at the site level, if not already between
households; good examples are the late 7th to early 6th millennum sites of Damishliyya
and Assouad, situated at a distance of only 12 km from each other but each with specific
ceramic traits not found at the other site (Akkermans 1988a:29; actually, by means of X-ray
fluorescence, it has recently been established that the Assouad pottery has all been locally
made; Le Mière and Picon 1987:143). In contrast, production of Halaf painted wares
demanded definite, specialised skills: (1) ceramics became much thinner and much more
complex in shape, thus requiring more craftsmanship during the process of shaping, (2)
mineral tempering materials were used in ever-increasing quantities, the effects of which
required much more attention during firing, (3) pottery was fired up to 950°C (Van As and
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Jacobs 1989, Table V.I), and (4) to reach these temperatures, advanced, two-chambered
kilns were needed (which have actually been uncovered at, for example, Yarim Tepe II;
Munchaev and Merpert 1971:30; Molist 1986). Most of the Halafian pottery at Sabi Abyad
shows lime inclusions, the use of lime as a tempering material increasing in time
(Akkermans 1989d). Lime-tempered pottery needs to be fired at a relatively high and
constant temperature but only during a short time in order to avoid lime decomposition
and, consequently, complete destruction of the ceramics. The rather restricted number of
overfired ceramics suggests that pottery production proceeded under well-controlled
conditions. Actually, Le Miere's trace analysis has made it clear that the Sabi Abyad
potters were well aware of the varying properties and demands of each major ceramic
ware, and different sources of clay were in use to produce different kinds of ceramics (Le
Mière 1989:234). The presence of kilns can hardly be expected if pottery production was
not on a considerable scale, for these kilns are rather laborious to build and difficult to use;
in the case of small-scale domestic production, one can even doubt whether enough
ceramics were made to fill and use such a kiln in an effective manner (Alden 1982:100). In
view of the technological demands and the need for complex production facilities,
manufacture of Halaf (painted) wares then seems to have been the work of specialists,
who most likely were not present at all sites but who have to be sought in larger and
permanently occupied settlements like Sabi Abyad, providing services to a larger region.
Actually, recent research in northeastern Syria and Iraq has provided ample evidence for
the existence of specialised pottery production centres in Halaf times (see below). For the
Balikh region some evidence in this direction comes from the excavations at the small
Halafian sites of Damishliyya and Khirbet esh-Shenef. Both sites yielded vast numbers of
ceramics but no overfired examples or wasters pointing towards local, intra-site
production. Similarly, survey evidence also suggests that hardly any of the small,
short-term settlements were involved in pottery production; had any of these sites been a
major production centre, one would expect to find wasters, slags, pottery-production tools
or, at least, large quantities of Halaf ceramics on the surface but this is definitely not the
case (the sole exceptions may be the small Balikh IHC sites BS168 and BS 223; see chapter 5).
The excavations at Sabi Abyad have made it clear that pottery was widely and
intensively used, and that there was a definite, growing want of or need for Halaf painted
ceramics, to judge by the ever-increasing proportions of painted pottery at the expense of
the coarsely finished, undecorated wares. In view of the presence of wasters, it seems
reasonable to assume that the bulk of the Sabi Abyad pottery from the Halaf strata was
made locally. Actually, if Sabi Abyad was not a major pottery production centre, then
where did the vast amounts of pottery found at the site come from? When excluding the
small, short-term settlements, we are left with two possibilities: the pottery came from (1)
the few other large and permanently occupied sites in the region (the foremost one being
Mounbatah), or from (2) regions outside the Balikh basin.
As to the former option, unfortunately no data from excavations are available, these
sites being known only from their surface materials. At least at Mounbatah on the middle
Balikh pottery was produced, as indicated by Halafian wasters found on the surface, but
for the other sites this remains questionable. The pottery from these sites is largely
identical to that of Sabi Abyad but some minor variations in shape and design suggest
locally bound traits and independent pottery production (this impression may, however,
also result from our rather poor control of time-bound developments in survey materials).
Although occasionally some ceramics from these sites may have reached Sabi Abyad, it is
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unlikely that this traffic was of a large-scale and organised nature. If it had been, this
would imply that through time Sabi Abyad became more and more dependent upon these
other sites (gradual replacement of coarse, undecorated ceramics assumedly locally made
by fine, fully painted pottery assumedly imported), thus turning Sabi Abyad into a
satellite of second rank Any indications in this direction are, however, lacking; in contrast,
the size and duration of settlement, the presence of large-scale, complex architecture,
numerous storage facilities and the occurrence of various 'high-value' objects all suggest
that Sabi Abyad was one of the major Halaf settlements in the region; actually, it may be
the case that the presence of both knowledge and facilities to produce ceramics on a large
scale was one of the main determinants of prosperity at the site. The second possibility,
i.e. that pottery was brought to the site in large quantities from regions outside the Balikh
valley, is most unlikely since in terms of the minimum-of-effort principle it would imply
that virtually all Halaf pottery in the Balikh valley was imported (otherwise it would be
much easier and cheaper to obtain these ceramics locally, i.e. from a given site in the
region proper). Given the fact that the knowledge and facilities to produce Halaf ceramics
were locally available (as indicated by Halafian wasters at various sites), one can hardly
imagine a constant and expensive, large-scale traffic of Halaf ceramics from far-away
regions into the Balikh valley .
However, some pottery was definitely imported, as indicated by Le Miere's analysis.
At least some of the burnished, grey-black or, occasionally, reddish-brown or pink sherds
found at the site must have come from regions outside the Balikh valley, their clay
composition strongly differing from that of the other wares found (Le Mière 1989). The
exact area of origin of these burnished ceramics is unknown, due to the virtual lack of
chemical analyses of clays from other parts of Syria. However, the rather high percentages
of chromium and nickel in the Sabi Abyad sherds point towards the ophiolithic zones
found along the southern part of the Taurus region (ibid :234) and strong resemblances in
general appearance, shape and decoration also suggest a relationship with the Dark-Faced
Burnished Ware of northwest-Syria and Cilicia. The sherds from Sabi Abyad can be
classified within the same group as samples of Dark-Faced Burnished Ware from Mersin,
Ras Shamra and Sakçe Gözü (Le Mière and Picon 1988). These imported grey or black
burnished ceramics already appeared in the pre-Halaf Neolithic strata at Sabi Abyad and
apparently for a long period of time (at least several centuries) there was a constant but
small-scale traffic of Dark-Faced Burnished Ware from the Levant into regions more
inland (Le Mière and Picon 1987). In this respect, it is worth noting that in the heartland of
the Dark-Faced Burnished Ware, i.e. northwestern Syria and Cilicia, Halaf painted pottery
is considered to be an import product (see, for example, Braidwood and Braidwood 1960),
and perhaps Halaf ceramics reached these western peripheral regions through a reciprocal
exchange of ceramics. The Dark-Faced Burnished Ware of Sabi Abyad was undoubtedly
highly valued, as is indicated by the repeated occurrence of carefully repaired or reworked
vessels (for example, broken angle-necked jars were neatly transformed into hole-mouth
However, the first and as yet highly tentative results of a recent clay analysis of sherds from various
Halaf sites in the Balikh valley (carried out at the Laboratoire de Céramologie, Lyon) have suggested
that either more than 2-3 local production centres existed or that Halaf pottery was imported from
outside the valley to a considerable extent (M. Le Mière, pers. comm.).
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pots by trimming and polishing the junction between shoulder and neck). The question
whether this apparent traffic of ceramics involved the vessels as such or whether it was
mainly their contents which were valued, cannot be unambiguously answered; however,
repair work as well as the fact that most vessels represent small and wide, open bowls
support the first option but the larger, angle-necked jars may have carried liquids or the
like as well.
Another group of ceramics which, at first sight, was expected to represent import
products were the Samarra-like vessels. But it appeared that no distinction in clay
composition was detectable between the painted Halaf and Samarra-like pottery; both
kinds of pottery seem to have been made of clay of the same source and, in the light of the
discussion above, seem to have been manufactured locally. Interestingly enough, the
introduction of Samarra-related pottery at Sabi Abyad seems to have preceded that of true
Halaf ceramics, the former appearing in small quantities already in the transitional
pre-Halaf to Halaf strata both on the northeastern and southeastern mounds.
3 Production and Exchange
3.1 Location of production
As will be clear from the foregoing, in the case of Sabi Abyad, it seems that most
commodities were either produced at the site itself or obtained from areas somewhere in
the Balikh valley. However, apart from pottery, it seems that production and exchange
was of a restricted nature, as most goods have only been found in small quantities. This
holds in particular for 'foreign' commodities, suggesting that any interregional traffic of
goods was of low intensity and occurred on a small scale only, varying according to
material. Evidently, the archaeological record reflects only part of the commodities
originally produced and distributed. Firstly, preservation has been limited to truly durable
materials only, whereas, secondly, most commodities stem from the fill or debris of
occupation units, i.e. from those areas which can be expected to give a one-sided picture
biased towards commonly occurring goods for everyday use. For example, ceramics,
easily produced and available in large quantities, will have been treated with much less
care and will have been discarded much more easily than items of rare and precious
materials like hematite seals or rock-crystal labrets.
Particularly in the case of stone artefacts, the exact location of production is hard to
establish. The general lack of chipping or manufacturing debris suggests that most
primary manufacture was carried out elsewhere, and that perhaps only repair work or
reshaping was practised at the site. Perhaps we have to infer a similar picture for some of
the other stone commodities: when the need arose, people went to the few sources
available, and, instead of bringing the rough rock fragments or boulders to the settlement,
they first did some shaping and cutting at the source, whereas the ultimate finishing was
done at home. Evidently, it may also be the case that these products were obtained
through exchange or that the production of stone implements, like the manufacture of
painted ceramics, was another specialised activity, restricted to specific and as yet
unexcavated parts of the site. The need for specific household commodities must have
been restricted; if, indeed, Sabi Abyad consisted of only five households (see chapters 3
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and 5), only few mortars, grinding slabs or the like were all that was required (one or two
per household), and these items of hard stone were durable. Actually, in modem rural
Iraq, not all households have querns (Hansen 1961:56), whereas occasionally also wooden
mortars are in use, as, for example, in the Iranian village of Aliabad (Kramer 1982:33).
Indeed, similar wooden commodities may also have been present at Sabi Abyad, as there
were trees originally along the Balikh and its branches. That wood was used already at an
early date for the production of containers is evidenced by the excavations at, for example,
early 6th millennium Çatal Hüyük in central Turkey (Mellaart 1967:215-216).
However, at least in the case of basalt, which is the stone that occurs most commonly
(apart from flint) and is exclusively used for the production of ground tools, it is most unlikely
that the Sabi Abyad inhabitants themselves visited the sources to obtain their raw material or
to produce their implements: in view of both the distance from site to source (at least 100 km)
and the lack of carving debris at Sabi Abyad it seems that basalt reached the site in finished
form through exchange. In this sense, basalt tools must have been valuable objects, treated
with great care, and it is therefore not surprising to find that our present sample almost
wholly consists of damaged or broken examples, for the complete ones were no doubt taken
along when a specific area was abandoned. This picture is not unlike that of modern days: for
example, the villagers of Asvan in eastern Turkey buy basalt grinding stones at the market in
Elazig, where these commodities are produced from stone imported from the hills between
Keban and Elazig (Weinstein 1973:275), and in the Syrian village of Tell Toqaan, too, grinding
stones are expensive trade items (Sweet 1960:56,130). Kramer (198233) points out that the
inhabitants of the small, rural village of Aliabad highly prize prehistoric querns occasionally
found at the surface of nearby mounds.
Those items of which one may assume that they were locally made, like bone
implements, clay figurines and, perhaps, beads and other ornaments, may have been
produced according to needs and preferences at the household level, as the manufacture
of these objects required only little technical skill. True specialist organisation of
production seems to have been absent. However, as suggested before, the manufacture of
pottery may have been an exception and the following discussion will focus upon the
role of ceramic production.
3.2 Pottery production and specialisation
Basically, pottery production may proceed along two lines of organisation, viz. the
household and the workshop, each differentiated by spatial arrangements, level of
technology, level of labour and capital investments, and related factors of scale
(production rate and volume, and labour divisions; Rice 1987:186). Before it was suggested
that in pre-Halaf times craft production was initially organised along domestic lines and
mainly directed towards 'home-use' consumption or irregular household exchange,
involving sporadic production on a seasonal or ad hoc replacement basis. By the end of the
6th millennium B.C., this informal mode of production with low output seems to have
been replaced more and more by a more industrialised organisation of the work, and in
view of the technical skills and complex kilns required to make the painted Halaf
ceramics, it seems that production was now in the hands of specialists. Immediately the
question arises why this specialisation occurred and what kind of specialisation one has to
assume for this period. In general terms, economic specialisation refers to a restricted
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number of skilled practitioners earning a major part of their living by their speciality
(ibid.:220). Specialisation is affected by numerous variables like time and capital
investment, the degree of specialisation (full or part time), the amount of subsistence
earned from it, the social role and appraisal of the craft, and the kind of specialisation (site
or producer specialisation). Some of these variables will hardly be visible to the
archaeologist, particularly in the case of specialisation of low intensity or small scale.
Evidently, the scale and mode of production is closely related to the level of demand,
defined by Rice (1987:181) as: "the density and complexity of social statuses, roles, and
utilitarian needs within the population that forms the market for the commodity". In the
case of household production, where producer and consumer may be the same individual,
actual demand is generally low and intermittent, but large-scale and well-organised
production reflects a large potential of consumers with varied needs.
Leaving mere household manufacture for personal use aside, pottery production at Sabi
Abyad may have been pursued along three modes of organisation: (1) household industry, (2)
individual workshop industry, and (3) nucleated workshop industry or "village industry" (cf.
Van der Leeuw 1977,1984; Peacock 1981,1982; Rice 1987). In view of the fact that all Halaf
pottery is handmade and, particularly in terms of decoration, little standardised, truly
extensive industry or factory-like production in a commercial manner can be safely excluded.
Household industry refers to production for exchange purposes on a somewhat more
continuous and larger scale than mere household manufacture in the above, restricted sense,
but it is still practised with a simple technology and little investment in production facilities.
Workshop industry, on the other hand, involves skilled artisans, often explicit divisions of
labour, spatially segregated activity areas for manufacture and storage and significant
investments in means of production. Certainly in the case of 'nucleated workshops', pottery
manufacture is a major economic activity. Whereas individual workshop industry may be
practised by a few individuals at isolated places (with weakly developed distribution
mechanisms), production of rather standardised and high-quality ceramics in nucleated
workshop industries or 'village industries' largely depends upon market economies and
middlemen traders (Rice 1987:184).
What mode of production actually was in use at Halafian Sabi Abyad can hardly be
established at present; as argued before, we only know that pottery was made at the site
and that production, through time, was considerable. Unfortunately, no kilns or specific
manufacture and storage areas of ceramics, importantant for the reconstruction of the
spatial organisation of production, have yet been found. Moreover, the extent of
production can only be estimated at a very general level due to restrictions imposed by the
areas of excavation and the lack of truly fine chronological control; usually, ceramics can
be attributed to a specific building level only, the exact duration of which, however,
cannot be determined. Evidently, if a building phase comprised a long period of time
(dozens of years), accumulation of pottery refuse may have been considerable, or in other
words: any small-scale but regular production can easily have been Tudden' by time.
Earle (1981:231) has suggested two forms of specialist production, viz. 'general' and
'attached'. General specialisation often has the connotation of 'potting for profit', as
production is directed towards the acquisition and maintenance of a position in an
exchange network, whereas attached specialisation is associated with manufacture for and
support by elite groups, i.e. production focuses upon labour-intensive, special-purpose
ceramics. In the case of Halaf society, any evidence in the latter direction is largely lacking
(although the Burnt House of Arpachiyah and its inventory is often cited as an example of
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a Halaf chiefly residence; Mallowan and Rose 1935; Watson and LeBlanc 1973; see chapter
8), and here specialist production refers to that of the general specialist only. Specialisation
then will only occur when there is a large enough market and is expected to display
standardisation and time-efficient manufacture practices (Hagstrum 1985). Since
alterations in manufacture technique may easily lead to ruin rather than improvement in
production, potters are often characterised as conservative, tending to standardise their
techniques of manufacture once they have developed a reliable routine (Foster 1965;
Hagstrum 1985). In view of the definition of specialisation earlier given, potting in market
contexts (exchange) requires efficient production. Whereas in the case of small-scale and
self-sufficient household production manufacture costs are of subordinate importance,
inefficient methods cannot be afforded in competitive circumstances and production will
rapidly evolve in the direction of skilled construction with minimal labour and time
expenditure. Thus, the more specialisation there is (i.e. the fewer producers), the less
variability in manufacture techniques and finished products per producer can be expected,
and decision-making is reduced to a repeated and regular sequence. Moreover, we have
some evidence that in competitive market economies the freedom of choice in production
is restricted (Bunzel 1972:3-5; Hardin 1977:115-117; Hill 1977:58). In this respect,
specialised pottery manufacture at Sabi Abyad seems to have been weakly developed.
Several arguments can be brought forward in favour of low-level production: (1) if
production was initially related to the community's own demand, manufacture must have
been restricted at any moment, as only five households are assumed to have lived at Sabi
Abyad, (2) if production also served to provide other, neighbouring communities with
ceramics, production, again, cannot have been truly extensive, for there were only few and
very small contemporaneous settlements, (3) when looking at Halafian sites with kilns, it
appears that these facilities all represent isolated features (spatial segregation of
production areas and clustering of facilities, as are expected in the case of 'nucleated
workshop industries', seems to have been largely absent), and (4) the handmade Sabi
Abyad ceramics are little standardised. Concerning the latter, it can, indeed, be argued
that the technique of manufacture and the shape of the vessels point towards some
standardisation in fine wares, because virtually all of these ceramics were produced in a
similar fashion (temper, firing, finishing) and only few forms are present. However, in
terms of decoration a wide variety is perceptible, and any form of standardisation is
elusive (cf. Van As and Jacobs 1989; Akkermans 1989d).
In view of the rather small market for ceramics and the lack of any nearby competing
production centres, it can hardly be expected that production at Sabi Abyad was on a
year-round basis; more likely, Halaf potttery manufacture was practised by part-time workers
as a seasonal enterprise when the weather was the most favourable, i.e. during the hot and
dry summer. This was also the time of the year when most people were relieved from their
agricultural tasks (cf. chapter 6) and as such pottery manufacture can be viewed as an
adaptation to both societal needs and environmental circumstances (Rice 1981).
At Sabi Abyad, the replacement of coarse-ware ceramics by carefully made, painted
pottery was of a gradual nature, spread out over a period of at least 200 years. Whether the
first appearance of this kind of ceramics resulted from a local invention or innovation in
pottery manufacture, or should be viewed as a derivative phenomenon is not clear; at
present, the latter option is favoured in view of some obvious parallels between these
earliest painted ceramics and Iraqi Samarra pottery, whereas true Halaf-style vessels
appeared at a later stage. Samarra-like pottery is also present in small quantities in Halaf
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contexts at the site and both the Halaf and the Samarra-related ceramics of Sabi Abyad
were made of the same source material (Le Mière 1989), which suggests that, through
time, Samarra wares were imitated at Sabi Abyad. Evidently, in later times, Samarra-like
shapes or designs may have been wholly integrated into the Halaf pottery inventory, and
any imitations were not consciously recognised by the potters.
At least partially, Samarra seems to have preceded Halaf developments, radiocarbon
dates suggesting a date around 5300-5000 B.C. for the 'Classical Samarra' of Tell
es-Sawwan, whereas the earliest 'true' Halaf levels of occupation at Sabi Abyad (the
earliest Halaf settlement known thus far) have been dated between about 5100-5000 B.C.
(or 5200/5150-5000 B.C. when including the 'transitional' Balikh UIA period; see chapter
4). Samarra settlements were present in eastern Syria, for example, at Baghouz on the
Euphrates and, perhaps, at Chagar Bazar in the upper Khabur, and Samarra ceramic
influences seem to have reached far into western Syria and southeastern Turkey, as
evidenced by our work in the Balikh valley and the earlier excavations at Sakçe Gözü near
Gaziantep. At the latter site, small numbers of both Samarra and Sabi Abyad Halaf-like
pottery were found among vast quantities of grey-black burnished and incised vessels in
levels I and II, both levels pre-dating the main stage of Halaf (= level III) at Sakçe Gözü
(Garstang 1908,1937; Du Plat Taylor et al. 1950). Whether these ceramics had been made
locally at Sakçe Gözü or represent traded commodities is unknown but some kind of
interaction apparently existed. As will be argued in more detail below, already in the early
6th millennium B.C. there seems to have been a widespread traffic in ceramics, inland
Syria receiving, for example, Dark-Faced Burnished Ware from the west (Le Mière and
Picon 1988); in the light of the above, Samarra settlements, too, can be assumed to have
exported ceramics. Most likely, these Samarra exchanges occurred at a regional level to
begin with, i.e. within the Samarra homeland, but apparently this pottery or its derivations
also reached regions in the far periphery (Balikh sites, Sakçe Gözü). Perhaps pottery
production in Halaf 'tradition' at Sabi Abyad then started as a local response to continual
Samarra impulses. However, what reasons underlay this response and how to interpret
this apparent interaction between the generally strongly diverging Samarra and Halaf
cultural complexes is most problematic. Production of painted pottery must have had a
profound effect upon the local potters' craft; Halaf painted vessels do not simply represent
another variety of the pottery already locally produced at Sabi Abyad but required a
wholly different method of manufacture, as these ceramics were much more complex in
shape and much more demanding in terms of temper, firing and finishing. The
introduction of fine painted wares must have ushered in a period of considerable
experimentation, which in its turn may have led to an unequal distribution of the
knowledge of how to produce the new pottery. Whereas in times of stable manufacture
technique, knowledge will be more or less universally distributed over a large number of
individuals, during processes of innovation individual 'inventions' may be of ultimate
importance (Foster 1965:58). In this sense, production may become largely concentrated in
the hands of a few individuals or specialists, giving these persons a degree of social and
economic power over others and making the potters' craft a profitable enterprise.
In summary, it seems that if any specialisation in pottery production was pursued at
Sabi Abyad, this must have been of a low-level, incipient nature, perhaps simply on the
basis of skill, interest or need. In view of the technology required as well as the
observation that the smallest sites obtained their fine wares through exchange, some
specialisation and surplus production seems to have taken place, but this cannot have
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exceeded the level of the household industry or, perhaps, the individual workshop
industry. Indeed, this picture is much the same as that suggested for the other material
artefact categories.
3.3 Pottery production and extent of exchange
Recently, Le Mière and Picon (1987) have argued that already by the early 6th millennium
B.C. there was a widespread traffic in ceramics, these products commonly travelling in
considerable quantities over large distances. Particularly, fine and occasionally decorated
pottery without vegetable inclusions seems to travel around. For example, in the case of
Bouqras in eastern Syria, it may very well be that all of the fine ceramics, i.e. about 10% of
the total ceramic assemblage, are of a non-local origin and reached the site by exchange
mechanisms (ibid.:144). At present, it is extremely difficult to establish where these
ceramics originally came from, due to the very limited number of clay analyses presently
available; actually, it seems that various sources were in use simultaneously (ibid.). Le
Mière and Picon suggest that at least some of the non-local pottery of, for example,
Bouqras, Umm Dabaghiyah or Sakçe Gözü may actually have come from regions rather
nearby, although any true evidence is lacking. In the case of El Kowm in the Palmyrene,
ceramics may have been imported from the Euphrates region, i.e. from a distance of at
least 80 km. Some of the Bouqras pottery resembled the Hassuna of the Iraqi Jezirah,
whereas one fragment of true Dark-Faced Burnished Ware most likely came from western
Syria or Cilicia, about 400 km west of Bouqras.
Throughout the 6th millennium this apparent traffic in ceramics remained in
existence, as evidenced by the analyses of Le Mière and Picon, and it continued into the
next, 5th millennium B.C. As pointed out before, at Sabi Abyad, imported Dark-Faced
Burnished Ware appeared in small quantities in the lower, pre-Halaf Neolithic strata and
was found, too, in the next Halaf strata at the site. Recent analyses of ceramics and soil
samples from northeastern Syria and northern Iraq have shown that in later Halafian
times there was a large-scale and intensive exchange of pottery. Thus, in the upper Khabur
headwaters, the site of Chagar Bazar seems to have been a major production centre for
pottery, exporting painted Halaf ceramics to sites like Aqab, Ambara, Chatal, Habech and
Hassan Rumi in the upper Wadi Dara region (Davidson and McKerrell 1976:52; it has been
suggested that about 5-10% of the pottery of Tell Aqab may actually have come from
Chagar Bazar; see Davidson 1981:76-77). Another manufacturing centre in this region
appears to have been Tell Halaf, this site trading ceramics with Chagar Bazar and Aqab
but apparently at the same time importing ceramics from a number of as yet unlocated
sites (Davidson and McKerrell 1976:53). Further east, in the Mosul region of northern Iraq,
it seems that 30-40% of all the painted pottery from the deep soundings at Tepe Gawra
originally stemmed from nearby Arpachiyah, situated about 15 km southwest of Gawra
(Davidson and McKerrell 1980:163), thereby confirming Mallowan's earlier belief that
Arpachiyah served as a major production and export centre of Halaf ceramics in the Mosul
area (Mallowan and Rose 1935:5-6). At all of the pottery-importing sites which have been
studied, it appeared that ceramics made of locally obtainable clays were also present but,
evidently, it should not simply be concluded that this pottery was all produced at these
sites themselves; it may well have been manufactured at one or more local sites and
subsequently been exported to other sites nearby. Thus, at a given site, all pottery may
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actually represent import products and not only those recognised as such by Davidson
and McKerrell. Their 'import pottery' mainly refers to ceramics which came from
further-away regions with different soil and clay properties, as, for example, is the case
with the ceramics originally coming from Chagar Bazar or Tell Halaf. The former
settlement is located about 15-20 km south of the Wadi Data sites whereas Tell Halaf is
situated over 80 km to the west, and parent materials in these regions are of a different
nature and origin from the Wadi Dara area.
It should be stressed that all available evidence concerning Halaf ceramic exchange
in these eastern regions stems from the later stages of the Halaf period, i.e. the first half of
the 5th millennium B.C. Whereas the above-mentioned studies illustrate that ceramics
were widely traded, they unfortunately provide only little direct information concerning
the organisation of production and exchange. Whether or not this organisation, through
time, evolved from its incipient state (as indicated by Sabi Abyad) into a more mature and
complex, specialised economic activity cannot be established with any certainty; many of
the arguments for low-level production earlier brought forward for Sabi Abyad may well
hold for these later stages, too. As argued before, at least in terms of manufacture
technique, few changes seem to occur in time but in terms of shape and decoration
considerable alterations take place. One will recall that, on the one hand, there is a trend
towards elaboration, with vessel profile, rim shape and patterns of decoration becoming
more complex, whereas, on the other hand, numerous vessels point towards simplification
of production. The latter holds in particular for decorative finishing: whereas in the early
stages of the Halaf period (Sabi Abyad) ceramics are all busily decorated, with complex
patterns involving considerable time investment, in later times (Damishliyya, Shenef)
decoration is often restricted to simple banding or solid painting of the vessel's surface.
Non-decorated vessel parts now commonly occur, as do 'free-floating' designs, which
features are both virtually absent in the early period. In contrast with the early phase,
where complex painting seems to be an obligatory feature inherent to the pottery
inventory, intricate decoration now seems to be more and more restricted to specific kinds
of ceramics, viz. wide and low plates and saucers, whereas for the bulk of the pottery
complex painting may have become an optional feature for the potter's own free choice.
This trend continues into the next, Ubaid-related period in the Balikh valley where
complex painting is largely restricted to a specific kind of small and carefully finished,
bell-shaped bowls. The few other decorated vessels almost all show simple bands,
undulating lines or solid painting. Moreover, these bell-shaped bowls differ in diameter
and wall thickness in a statistically significant manner from their simply painted or
non-decorated counterparts (Akkermans 1988b, 1988c). In this respect, it can be argued
that towards the end of the Halaf period there was an ongoing trend in the direction of
mass production and that manufacture came more and more came into the hands of true
specialists pursuing their craft in a time- and labour-efficient manner.
3.4 The context of exchange
From the above it follows that pottery production in the Wadi Dara or Mosul regions was
restricted to a few sites only, these specialist centres distributing ceramics in considerable
quantities over a wide area. The non-pottery producing sites seem to have obtained their
ceramics from various sites, some of them located in the immediate vicinity, others (like
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Chagar Bazar or Tell HalaO being found at greater distances. At Aqab, one
pattern-burnished sherd was found, in composition completely unlike any of the other
analysed sherds and undoubtedly coming from the Dark-Faced Burnished Ware regions
of western Syria or southeast Turkey (Davidson 1981:76). Indeed, this picture is much the
same as that suggested earlier for the Balikh basin.
Interestingly enough, some of the larger pottery-producing sites, like Chagar Bazar,
Tell Halaf or Sabi Abyad, also imported ceramics, and one may wonder what reasons
underlay this apparent exchange. Moreover, the question arises what commodities the
small, non-pottery producing sites had to offer to the centres of manufacture in exchange
for ceramics. Small sites like Damishliyya or Shenef in the Balikh valley must each have
imported hundreds of vessels but, evidently, these ceramics were not all obtained at the
same time. Unfortunately, we cannot establish how much pottery was actually in use at a
certain moment; the present set of data does not allow exact numbers (no site has been
entirely excavated), whereas, moreover, ceramics can at best be attributed to a spécifie
building level, the exact duration of which cannot be determined. Thus, the extent of
exchange can only be estimated over a longer period of time. Most likely, ceramics were
brought to the settlement in small but steady quantities throughout the years of
occupation, according to need and breakage rate. These small communities then may have
given domestic products like textiles or farming items in exchange. Actually, none of the
small, short-term and pottery-importing sites showed evidence of craft specialisation (at
least not of durable commodities) but we do have some indications that these sites were
involved in specialised subsistence activities (see chapters 5 and 6).
In the case of the larger, pottery-producing sites, the occurrence of imported
ceramics seems to have been of a more complex nature. In a utilitarian sense, these sites
were able to meet their demand for ceramics, and imported pottery at these sites is
expected either to have acted in social or symbolic frameworks or simply to have been
containers carrying the true product of exchange. Davidson and McKerrell (1980:163) have
already suggested that import or export does not seem to be restricted to a special class of
luxury ware, as other more simply decorated or shaped vessels for everyday use were
traded as well. On the other hand, there are some indications that some kinds of ceramics
were particularly sought-after in exchange: for example, Davidson (1981:75) suggests that
the Chagar Bazar exports to the Wadi Dara site of Tell Aqab mainly consisted of
polychrome decorated jars and shallow bowls with rims curving outwards. At Tepe
Gawra, imports from nearby Arpachiyah seem to consist mainly of shallow open bowls
and saucers; jars were made of local clays (Davidson and McKerrell 1980:163). In the case
of jars, one could suspect that it was mainly the contents of these jars which were
exchanged but the Gawra evidence clearly points in the opposite direction, as do the
numerous imported low bowls, plates and saucers found at other sites, since these vessels
are all unsuitable for the transport of liquid or semi-liquid products.
It seems therefore that the flow of ceramics was not so much defined by the contents
of these vessels as by a mere desire for the pottery itself. Most of the pottery for daily use
was probably obtained through some kind of intra- and intersite commercial transaction,
but ceramics may also have reached the sites in the form of gifts or as parts of a dowry (cf.
Rice 1987:181 and references). At Tell Aqab, only one Dark-Faced Burnished Ware
fragment was found among a sample of over 9000 Halaf sherds and one can hardly
suppose this sherd to be indicative of regular trade (Davidson 1981:76). A similar
conclusion holds for the sole Halaf sherd found at El Kowm in the Syrian desert. This
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sherd is definitely an import product, of which the nearest region of production is the
Euphrates valley, over 80 km further north (Le Mière and Picon 1987:139). It should be
taken into account that Aqab is situated far outside the homeland of the Dark-Faced
Burnished Ware tradition (western Syria and Cilicia} and that El Kowm in the Palmyrene
is located outside the Halaf lands (the Jezirah); as such, the rare occurrence of Dark-Faced
Burnished Ware and Halaf pottery at these sites is not unexpected. However, although
'rare' cannot simply be equated with 'valuable', the presence of non-local vessels may
have some social significance, too, in that these ceramics are perhaps indicative of social
ties through marriage or elite exchanges. In general, however, there is hardly any evidence
that painted Halaf wares served in elite contexts; the pottery is widely spread and found
in vast quantities and therefore seems to have been within the reach of virtually every
individual. So far, none of the excavations have yielded evidence that specific ceramics
were restricted to a specific site or area within that site, and the burials, too, have hardly
given any hints of social differentiation of the dead by their grave inventory (Akkermans
1989a; see chapter 8). Earlier, Mallowan and Rose (1935:105ff) have suggested that the
brilliant, polychrome ceramics found in the Burnt House of Arpachiyah level TT6 served
as luxury items, available to a few members of the community only. Indeed, hardly any
ceramics from other Halaf sites can compete in quality with those of Arpachiyah and as
such the Arpachiyah pottery may have been widely sought-after to express status. Above
it was suggested that towards the end of the Halaf period mass production was more and
more pursued by the Halaf potters. The occurrence of elaborately finished ceramics among
the bulk of simply decorated pottery may then indicate a segmentation of both the pottery
market and society as a whole, in that simple ceramics represent common, utilitarian
products for a wide audience, whereas the elaborate ones are luxury commodities,
perhaps available to elite groups only.
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8 Aspects of Halaf Social Organisation:A First Assessment
1 Tribes and Chief doms
The period between about 5200 and 4500 B.C. in northern Syria witnessed a series of
changes in people-and-land relationships, the main being an increase in population, an
ongoing trend towards a dispersed settlement system of small villages and seasonal camp
sites, and a twofold exploitation of the natural environment with, on the one hand,
intensive agriculture and, on the other hand, extensive animal husbandry and hunting. In
addition, accompanying alterations in the manufacture of pottery (including stylistic
variation in ceramics) and in the organisation of exchange suggest that social ties between
neighbouring communities became stronger (LeBlanc and Watson 1973).
After a millennium or so of population decline, population seems to increase
gradually at the end of the 6th millennium, as indicated by a growth of both the number of
sites and, at least in some cases, of settlement size. Especially the Mounbatah-Sawwan
tandem in the central Balikh valley seems to have become a focus of occupation and this
site undoubtedly acted as a major socio-economic centre in the early 5th millennium. The
available subsistence data suggest that in the case of the larger, permanently occupied sites
there was a trend towards an increasing dependence on agriculture, with hunting and
gathering through time becoming of minimal and probably incidental importance. A
decrease of reliance on wild resources must have led to an increasing emphasis upon
either agriculture or animal husbandry, or upon a combination of both. An increasing
intensity of farming is therefore suggested, i.e. an increase in the per capita production and
consumption of cultigens. Whether labour-intensive agricultural techniques like irrigation
and damming were in use remains to be seen but, apart from an intensified farming
strategy at large, permanent sites, a general increase of farming output seems to have been
pursued as well by a renewed emphasis upon the earlier Neolithic tradition of a wide,
extensive exploitation of the natural environment. In the early 5th millennium, not only
the number of both year-round inhabited settlements and short-term sites began to
increase in the north but a reoccupation of the marginal fanning lands in the southern
Balikh valley is also evidenced, i.e. in an area previously sparsely inhabited or exploited
on a seasonal basis only. Moreover, when taking Khirbet esh-Shenef and Umm Qseir as
examples, it appears that most of the small sites were probably inhabited during a rather
short period of time only and, at the same time, that they strongly relied upon wild
resources. It is stressed that at least in the south the newly inhabited areas were marginal
for agriculture with respect to such features as average rainfall, presence of surface water
and duration of growing season. Non-intensified agriculture could be maintained only in
fields located in small drainages and catchment basins but a general uncertainty in
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agricultural productivity and an ever-present risk of failure had to be continuously
reckoned with. Here hunting and gathering can then be expected to have contributed to
the diet in a considerable manner, but the importance of wild resources for sites in the
north is less clear. Here environmental circumstances allow agricultural production with a
reasonable degree of certainty, as is proven, for example, by the fully agrarian status of
Sabi Abyad. Why then do we find that at Khirbet esh-Shenef over 30% of the faunal
assemblage consisted of wild species whereas at Sabi Abyad, located only 3 km further
north and in an identical ecological niche, these hardly account for 5%? Braun and Flog
(1982:514) have suggested that an increasing population and a permanent colonisation of
areas previously exploited only seasonally may have limited a population's capacity to
counter regional variation of resources and necessarily led to a wider exploitation of the
environment, beyond mere fanning activities. In other words: hunting and gathering
compensated for the risks of farming in marginal zones. In addition, an increasing use of
'temporal averaging mechanisms' such as storage can reduce the drawbacks of an
increasing replacement of mobility by permanency in settlement (cf. Isbell 1978). Storage
seems, indeed, to have been a major component of small-scale settlements like Khirbet
esh-Shenef, as shown by the numerous small circular structures which must have had an
auxiliary function. Even if not all of these structures were used simultaneously, there can
be little doubt that storage was of considerable importance and served to secure
subsistence and, perhaps, a certain degree of autonomy (reduction of dependence on
major agricultural sites). However, that hunting countered local productive risks can
hardly be maintained for Khirbet esh-Shenef and related sites in the north in view of the
location of these sites in an area well suited for dry farming. It is doubtful whether Braun
and Plog's argument can actually be applied in the present case: population indeed
increased but over a considerable period of time and one may wonder if, at any given
time, not much more land potentially suited for agriculture was available than was
actually brought under cultivation. Moreover, settlement at Shenef, and probably at many
other sites, too, was of a short and fluctuating nature, hardly placing a significant burden
upon the local environment's resources. In this sense, it seems that other variables were at
work to define small-scale and perhaps seasonally occupation vis-à-vis large-scale,
permanent settlement.
Earlier it was suggested that in the Halaf period subsistence strategies and,
consequently, related patterns of social organisation were pursued along two lines, viz. (1)
large and permanently occupied, agricultural settlements of long duration and (2)
short-term, basically pastoral sites of a more mobile nature (see chapters 5 and 6). A
mutual dependence between both kinds of sites can be assumed, for example, in food
procurement, commodity exchange, marriage relationships, communal feasts and ritual
behaviour. When taking into account that all sites were small to very small, that the
general settlement pattern is one of a dispersed nature, that indicators of 'status' are rare
(if not absent; for the burials, see below), that full-time segmental specialisation seems to
be absent or only weakly developed and that 'public' institutions in a material sense seem
to be lacking (no shrines, temples or the like; see below), it appears that Halaf social
organisation was mainly based upon small-scale 'egalitarian' family or kin relationships
and that decision-making primarily relied upon consensus rather than upon the exercise
of power by formally sanctioned authorities. In this sense, Halaf society can be defined as
'non-hierarchical' and 'tribal' (Sahlins 1968; Service 1971; Braun and Plog 1982).
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Evidently, broad concepts like 'tribe' and 'chiefdom' or 'ranked' and 'stratified' society,
derived from the models of social evolution of Service (1962) and Fried (1967), are based
upon ideal types and cannot be used as such in a simple, straightforward manner neatly to
accommodate all cultural complexes in all regions. In most archaeological and
anthropological literature, both models are widely and loosely used as simple heuristic
tools to facilitate communication and to describe patterns of social evolution and changes
of community organisation in a broad manner; in this study, too, these terms are used for
lack of a more adequate set of terms. For the present discussion, it is stressed that
'non-hierarchical' does not simply equal 'egalitarian' but only that formal institutions of
authority are absent. It can hardly be maintained that any human society is of an
egalitarian nature; society is always constructed as a complex system of interdependenties
and often subtle relations of dominance, which are regularised, maintained and
reproduced by recurrent social practices among individuals and groups (Giddens 1979;
Tilley 1982; for a case study: Akkermans 1989W.
Using Service's scheme of socio-political organisation, Watson and LeBlanc (1973)
have suggested that Halaf society represented a 'simple' or low-level' chiefdom, to be
distinguished from locally differentiated and tribally organised societies like Hassuna on
the one hand, and complex chiefdoms like Ubaid on the other hand. According to Watson
and LeBlanc, the distinction between tribes and chiefdoms can be observed in six types of
data, and it seems worthwhile briefly to discuss Watson and LeBlanc's reasoning,
presenting their arguments for differentiation and their value in the case of Halaf society
(without discussing the validity of all their basic assumptions themselves and
interpretations of the archaeological evidence):
The distribution of pottery styles
Tribes are expected to exhibit a strong local differentiation of pottery types, which are
hardly ever used to demonstrate status, whereas chiefdoms are expected to show more or
less uniform kinds of ceramics, distributed over wide areas (suggesting close interaction
between various communities) and used to demonstrate status. In conformity with the
current opinions on the distribution of Halaf, Watson and LeBlanc have suggested that
well-made and highly uniform pottery in Halafian style spread over vast areas of the Near
East within a rather short period of time, thus representing a 'horizon style' and indicating
a much higher level of group contact or interaction than in previous periods (see also
LeBlanc and Watson 1973). However, no arguments are brought forward as regards the
mechanisms that this assumed increase in group communication is based on. In addition,
our own research in the Balikh valley has clearly shown that the introduction of Halaf-like
pottery and its distribution on a wider scale was a long-term development, far from
sudden. The rise of Halaf as a horizon style was definitely part of a much longer process
than is often assumed. Particularly in its early stages (Balikh UIA), the scale and nature of
Halaf development hardly differed from its predecessors (Balikh ÏÏC), making any
clear-cut division a hazardous enterprise. In conclusion, Watson and LeBlanc suggest that
Halaf society consisted of a number of internally different cultural complexes, that shared
a set of widespread attributes.
The nature of grave goods
Tribes are expected to treat their dead according to their position achieved during their
lifetime, whereas in chiefdoms the dead are differentiated according to an inherited or
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ascribed position. In the latter case, the nature and amount of grave goods may indicate a
distinction between low- and high-status individuals, particularly in the case of child
burials. As indicated by Watson and LeBlanc, the existing evidence on Halaf burials does
not yield any conclusive evidence in this direction, although they suggest that this may be
due to a bias in the present burial data (the emphasis upon settlement archaeology
prevented the discovery of off-site cemeteries which may include status burials).
The nature and abundance of trade and status goods
Rare and exotic goods are assumed to be of greater importance in chiefdoms, whereas the
employment of specialists should result in high-quality products beyond the level of
simple imitation, which, moreover, are expected to be disproportionally distributed at
both the intra- and intersite level. In chapter 7, it was already noted that, despite the
existence of exchange networks, the evidence is poorly documented in the direction of
'wealth' accumulation or status products.
Population size and population density
On ethnographic evidence, it is suggested that tribes mostly range between 500 and 2000
members, whereas chiefdoms in general range between 2000 and 10,000 members. In
addition, population density per square kilometre is expected to differ between tribes and
chiefdoms, the former having rarely more than one person per square kilometre, whereas the
latter usually range from one to five persons per square kilometre. Watson and LeBlanc stress
that any conclusive evidence on population size of Halafian communities is lacking, but they
suggest that on the basis of the quantity and the size of the settlements it seems that
population density belongs in the chiefdom range. Again I may point to our evidence from
the Balikh valley, which suggests that even the larger sites had rather small numbers of
inhabitants and that the population density in the region as a whole was most limited.
Interv ill age homogeneity or heterogeneity
Whereas tribes are expected to display a general uniformity in community size and nature,
chiefdoms may show at least three different patterns of settlement, viz. (a) ceremonial
centres with small population, surrounded by other communities housing the majority of
the population, (b) the entire chiefdom in one large centre, and (c) a large centre with a
large population, surrounded by smaller settlements housing the rest of the population.
Watson and LeBlanc are inclined towards the last option, although they have to stress,
again, that any true evidence is lacking. Apart from differences in settlement size, no
information is available.
Intravillage homogeneity or heterogeneity
Each of the above-mentioned types of settlement is assumed to be associated with different
kinds of internal settlement organisation and buildings. Whereas in tribal societies
settlement layout is expected to show strongly egalitarian trends, in chiefdoms elite
residences, areas of craft specialisation and public works are assumed. In the case of Halaf
society it seems to me that public buildings and constructions are absent, whereas Watson
and LeBlanc suggest that the Arpachiyah Burnt Building may represent a chiefly residence
or craft area (thereby following Mallowan's interpretation; see Mallowan and Rose 1935).
Moreover, they suggest that the size and layout of the round buildings at Arpachiyah and
other sites may have some significance in this respect (but see below).
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From the above, it becomes clear that all of Watson and LeBlanc's arguments, except
perhaps for the first one, are poorly founded and hardly support their conclusion that
Halaf represents a 'chiefdom'. Leaving aside the question whether a 'checklist' assignment
has any true significance, the archaeological data are in no way conclusive (as already
brought forward by Hijara 1980). Moreover, when considering the state of knowledge on
the prehistoric Near East in 1973, one may wonder upon what criteria Watson and LeBlanc
based themselves when they viewed cultural complexes like Hassuna as tribally organised
and Ubaid as an extremely complex chiefdom (cf. Hijara 1980:278; Gates 1977:475). At that
time, even less was known on Hassuna or Ubaid communities than today, and it seems
that their reasoning was based on a simplified evolutionary concept. At present, Hassuna
is still a cultural complex largely wrapped in mystery, known only from soundings at a
small number of sites (e.g. Hassuna, Yarim Tepe I, Telul eth-Thalathat H, Umm
Dabaghiyah, Kharabeh Shattani, Kaskashok), whereas Ubaid society is now slightly better
known due to the intensification of research in the late 1970s and 1980s. Moreover, in the
case of Ubaid it seems that strong regional and chronological differences exist, which
forbid a simple lumping together of Ubaid cultural traits from various regions. Elsewhere
I have suggested that whereas southern Mesopotamia may already have witnessed the rise
of a complex, almost urban society in the late 5th millennium, northern Mesopotamia
(including northern Syria) was characterised by largely autonomous and small-scale
communities based on family relationships, and some kind of stratified society did not
appear here not until around 3500 B.C. (Akkermans 1989b).
Redman (1978) largely agreed with the arguments brought forward some years
before by Watson and Leblanc (Watson and LeBlanc 1973; LeBlanc and Watson 1973),
stating that the major innovations of Halaf society were not found in technological,
economic or demographic aspects, but in terms of social interaction and organisation.
Whereas in his view the technological and economic framework remained much the same
as in earlier periods, and sites hardly differed in size from the earlier ones, he, too,
suggested that Halaf society displayed similarities in ceramics, architectural styles and
small objects stronger than any that have been demonstrated for earlier times and that
Halaf society may therefore represent a chiefdom (Redman 1978:199,206). Redman defines
the occurrence of cultural phenomena like Halaf as part of broad-scale transformations,
fundamentally affecting all aspects of character, appearance and organisation of societies.
Each of these transformations is divided into a series of developmental stages or
alternative subsistence-settlement systems in which communities participate. Thus, the
period of our concern, the Agricultural Transformation, is divided into two major stages,
termed (1) sedentary village agriculture and mobile husbandry, and (2) advanced fanning
villages. Halaf is regarded as part of the latter stage (Redman 1978:7ff, 188ff). In stressing
the food-producing economies of advanced farming villages, based on the domestication of
food sources and the improvement of production technology (e.g. small-scale irrigation,
storage facilities, ceramics), Redman suggests that adaptations in community organisation
were enhanced which, in a self-perpetuating manner, led to the emergence of regulatory
institutions and, ultimately, of a complex society beyond the level of the largely
autonomous and locally bound communities of earlier times (ibid.:177ff). As Watson and
LeBlanc had done before, Redman takes the widespread distribution of Halaf painted
ceramics, the size and layout of the characteristic Halafian round buildings and the
strategic location along watercourses (assumed to be due to the increasing importance of
both irrigation agriculture or control of trade routes) as evidence for the existence of Halaf
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chiefdoms in the terminology of Service or ranked societies in that of Fried. However,
Redman's argumentation suffers from the same weakness as that of Watson and LeBlane's
in that no convincing archaeological data are presented to support the numerous
assumptions and hypotheses.
2 The Cultural Setting
Research into Halaf society has always been strongly Mesopotamia-oriented: Halaf is
virtually always reviewed in association with the Mesopotamian Hassuna and Samarra
cultural complexes (see, for example, Mel l aart 1975; Davidson 1977; Watkins and
Campbell 1987). Indeed, this emphasis upon Mesopotamia wholly reflects the present
state of knowledge, as the neighbouring regions of possible importance to Halaf, like the
Syrian Jezirah, have been much less thoroughly investigated. Already in 1949, Ann
Perkins suggested that Halaf most likely originated from the Mosul region of northern
Iraq, and in a diffusionist and ever-weakening manner spread into neighbouring regions
(Perkins 1949:43-45). Perkins based her conclusions on the supposedly more coherent and
well-developed nature of the Mosul ceramics (Arpachiyah, Tepe Gawra) when compared
with those found in the west (Tell Halaf, Chagar Bazar, Tell Brak). Moreover, she
suggested that this Mosul pottery was found in a logical' sequence, with a constant
progression in technical qualities, forms and decoration. It should, however, be stressed
that Perkins had access to a very restricted body of material only (at that time only very
few excavations of varying quality had been carried out and even less material had been
published) and that, in addition, her argumentation is largely based upon qualitative
statements, which allow little or no evaluation. As already admitted by Perkins (1949:44),
the larger corpus available from the Mosul sites may have influenced the researcher's mind
and may have led to a distorted picture of Halaf development; indeed, it will hardly be a
surprise to find that the more is known about a specific region, the more one is,
unconsciously, inclined to emphasise this area's importance in cultural development
vis-à-vis regions less intensively investigated .
However, in the light of current research in the Balikh valley, it is doubtful whether
Mesopotamia is truly part of the Halaf region of origin. More likely, Halaf origins have to
be sought for in a much more restricted area, i.e. the Syrian Jezirah, broadly bounded by
the Euphrates in the west and the south, the Khabur in the east and the rise of the Turkish
piedmont in the north. From this core area, Halaf cultural traits soon spread over wider
parts of the Near East, including northern Mesopotamia.
The excavations at Sabi Abyad have made it dear that, around 5200/5150-5100 B.C.,
Halaf society gradually emerged out of an earlier Neolithic cultural complex, termed
Balikh 11B-C in the region of our concern and largely comparable to the Altmonochrome of,
for example. Tell Halaf (chapter 4). Apart from the lack of any break in the stratigraphie
sequence, the artefacts recovered from Sabi Abyad point towards a close relationship
In this respect, it is worth quoting Perkins (1949:43): "The usual assumption of origin in the region
around Tell al-Halaf is probably due to the fact that the characteristic pottery was first found here; one
is unconsciously influenced by priority in discovery".
293
Chapters
between phases Balikh n and UI. Similar conclusions can be reached from the survey
evidence (chapter 5). In this respect, it is strongly felt that Halaf in the Balikh region is the
ultimate result of a long and locally founded sequence of Neolithic development.
Balikh UB-C or Aft monochrome-like ceramics seem to have been distributed over a
rather limited area. In the south, the Euphrates valley seems to have been the boundary.
At present, apart from Bouqras in eastern Syria and, perhaps, Abu Hureyra, no mid-bth
millennium sites are known from the Euphrates area nor from the desert region of inland
Syria. However, the ceramics from the later levels at Bouqras differ from the Balikh
ISB-C/Alt-monochrome pottery and are much closer related to the Hassuna ceramics of
Umm Dabaghiyah, Yarim Tepe I and Tell Sotto in Iraq (Le Mière 1983,1986); here we seem
to enter into the Hassuna sphere of influence. In Halaf times (i.e. Balikh III), too, the
Euphrates seems to act as a borderline of Halaf distribution in a southern direction. Apart
from one Halaflan sherd at El-Kowm (Le Mière and Picon 1987:139), no Halafian traces
have been found in the desert south of the Euphrates. Site reconnaissances (e.g. Tell
Zreyjiye; Lüth and Nowatzyk, in prep.) and more extended surveys along the middle and
lower Syrian Euphrates (Van Loon 1967; Kohlmeyer 1984; Geyer et Monchambert 1987;
Cauvin and Molist, in press) have yielded a number of later Halaf sites (i.e.
chronologically comparable to our Balikh niC-D periods; cf. Davidson 1977:223fO and in
excavation remains of Halaf settlement have been found at Shams ed-Din (Azoury et al.
1980; Gustavson-Gaube 1981) and Al-Qitar (a few isolated sherds only; Culican and
McClellan 1983-84:45,48). Further east along the Euphrates, the distribution of early Halaf
settlements seems to have been bounded by Samarra presence, as at Baghouz near the
Iraqi border.
In western Syria and southeastern Turkey, the Balikh IIB-CMftmonocfcrome
assemblage is bounded by the so-called Dark-Faced Burnished Ware complex (Amuq,
Sakçe Gözü) whereas in the regions east of the Khabur our material is replaced by
Hassuna ceramics. Our materials are wholly different in shape, technique and types of
decoration from the Dark-Faced Burnished Ware of Amuq A-B and other coastal parts
along the Mediterranean. Radiocarbon samples from Ramad in and Labwe IIA suggest
that the earliest known Dark-Faced Burnished Ware (Amuq A) dates from around 5900
B.C., and this pottery remained in use (although in a continuously changing form) for
almost a millennium to come. At Sabi Abyad, true Dark-Faced Burnished Ware pottery
was found in Balikh DC to fflB contexts, this pottery undoubtedly representing imports
into our region (Le Mière 1989). Le Mière and Picon (1987) have brought forward some
evidence that there was a widespread traffic in Dark-Faced Burnished Ware already by the
early 6th millennium B.C., this pottery being found as far as Bouqras in eastern Syria. In
western Syria and Cilicia, Halaf seems to have been an intrusive feature; here Halaf
'presence' is solely indicated by ceramics, some of which seem to represent genuine
import products, others local imitations (e.g. Braidwood and Braid wood 1960).
Hassuna is mainly found in northern Iraq (Watkins and Campbell 1987), but the
recent Japanese excavations at Tell Kashkashok II, situated northwest of Hassake in the
upper Khabur triangle, have yielded a Hassuna site with all the characteristics of its
Mesopotamian counterparts (Matsutani, in press). A radiocarbon sample from one of the
upper Hassuna levels, with tauf-walled architecture, has been dated at 5780 ± 90 B.C., and
the excavators expect that the site was occupied throughout the early half of the 6th
millennium B.C (Y. Nishiaki, pers. comm.). Earlier, Hassuna-like materials were reported
from Bouqras in eastern Syria (Le Mière 1983,1986). Pottery at Bouqras appeared in mixed
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deposits in the 'virgin-soil squares' from level 7 onwards, but the larger part of it was
found in the topmost southwestern part of the site (Le Mière 1986). A number of
radiocarbon dates suggest that the pottery found in the upper levels 7-1 of the 'virgin-soil
squares' can be dated at around 6100-5900 B.C., whereas the ceramics from the
southwestern area are of considerably later date. Le. around 5600/5500 B.C. (ibid.: 120-21,
253-57). Thus, the latter pottery chronologically equals our Balikh ÜB and early ÏÏC
ceramics. It has repeatedly been tried to link Halaf and Hassuna in Mesopotamia, but any
such proposed relationships are based on incorrect chronological assignments. Most
recently, Watkins and Campbell (1987:433ff) have made it clear that, so far, none of the
sites excavated in northern Mesopotamia has shown evidence of a contemporaneous
appearance of both cultural complexes, or even of a transition between Hassuna and
Halaf. Actually, at all the excavated sites yielding both Hassuna and Halaf levels of
occupation, like Tell Hassuna, Hajjiluk, Tell Azzo, Nineveh, Yarim tepe I and Kharabeh
Shattani, it appeared that the Halaf strata belonged to the later stages of the Halaf period,
clearly indicating a hiatus in occupation (ibid.:434-36). In short, it therefore seems that
whereas we do have a gradual and uninterrupted development of Halaf out of an earlier
Neolithic culture for the Syrian Jezirah, such relationships are lacking in Mesopotamia.
In addition, it is very doubtful whether two distinct material cultures like the Balikh
VB-C/Altmonochrome in the west and the Hassuna in the east, each undoubtedly to be
associated with different societal beliefs, ideas and regulations, can both independently
lead to the same outcome, i.e. Halaf society. Social development can, obviously, not simply
be put on a par with material inventions. For example, whereas pottery was
independently invented at various places in the Near East, any coherent, stylistic
traditions in ceramics to some extent reflect specific cultural complexes, found over
restricted areas only. Outside the homelands proper, ceramics produced in a specific
'style' may have figured in wholly different contexts, the pottery reaching these outlying
regions through, for example, commercial transactions or exchange among elite groups. In
this respect, the occurrence of Halaf ceramics in, for example, Cilicia or the Mediterranean
undoubtedly reflects a foreign, culturally 'imposed' feature which may have entered the
tradition-bound spheres of local society only to a very limited extent
In the early days of Near Eastern prehistory, Sir Max Mallowan suggested that the
homelands of Halaf society had to be looked for in the mountainous regions of
southeastern Turkey, this on the basis of some assumed relationships in decoration
between Halaf ceramics and the pattern-burnished wares found along the Taurus range
(Mallowan 1936:4; Mallowan and Rose 1935:177). An Anatolian origin is also favoured by
Mellaart (1970:277, 281) and Bogoslavskaja (1972), who both stress the resemblances
between the material culture found at Syro-Mesopotamian Halaf sites and at the early 6th
millennium settlements of Ça tal Hüyük, Hacilar and Can Hasan of south-central Anatolia.
While accepting Mallowan's diffusionist view, Mellaart suggests that, somewhere in the
second half of the 6th millennium, people of the southern Taurus foothills inhabited the
plains of north Syria and Iraq. He states: "There are many features that seem to be
Anatolian rather than Mesopotamian: the emphasis on bull, ram, leopards, birds in
association with a Mother Goddess, the prominence of obsidian, metalworking and
weaving, the naturalistic animal figures, the 'St Andrew's' crosses and the 'double-axe'
motifs in pottery and stone, the high quality and the burnishing, the use of lustrous paint,
etc., are all features that we have come to recognize as familiar from southern Anatolia
since the neolithic period in the seventh millennium" (Mellaart 1970:281). However, when
295
Chapters
comparing entire assemblages instead of single features, it appears that many of Mellaarf s
'parallels' are of a marginal and incidental nature, and the general resemblances are very
restricted. Also, in many respects, Mellaart's features are limited to Anatolia neither in
time nor in place but are found over wide areas and in different periods, which minimises
their comparative value.
Actually, in 1975, Mellaart revoked his 'Anatolian connection', noting that it was
based upon a faulty chronology and suggesting that parallels were perhaps based upon
similarities in basic subsistence behaviour (Mellaart 1975:169). Nevertheless, he is still
inclined towards the view that the Halafians were originally hill people, although he now
situates their region of origin somewhere between the piedmont and mountains of Lake
Van and the north Iraqi steppe, mainly on the basis of the presence of Halafian sites both
in the Van region and the northern part of the Assyrian steppe. Kirkbride (1972) has
already suggested that the burnished pottery of early 6th millennium Umm Dabaghiyah in
the Iraqi Jezirah represented an early stage of Halaf, and Mellaart, taking up Kirkbride's
ideas, now suggests a symbiosis with the Hassuna settlements of northern Mesopotamia,
thereby trying to link sites like Umm Dabaghiyah or Hassuna itself with an obsidian trade
controlled by Halafians. As pointed out above, and apart from the fact that we hardly have
any insights into the mechanisms of obsidian distribution, any relationship between
Hassuna and Halaf is not supported by the available evidence and seems to be based upon
incorrect chronological assignment.
At present, an origin of Halaf society west of the Taurus range finds no support. The
material assemblage of, for example, Can Hasan, which must have been partially
contemporary with Halaf (Can Hasan 2B was destroyed by fire at around 4900 B.C.), is of
a wholly different nature than that of Halaf communities in Syria or Iraq. Mellaart
(1975:122) has pointed out that the decorated pottery of Can Hasan "is sometimes oddly
like Halaf, but the resemblance is superficial, owing to bright colours and burnishing,
panelling, etc.; technique, shape or individual patterns are unlike those of Halaf ware".
The same holds for Catal Hüyük West (Catal Hüyük East preceding Halaf, this settlement
being roughly dated between 6200-5400 B.C.) or the later levels of Hacilar and related sites
further west. Here we are dealing with independently developed and regionally bound
Anatolian communities.
The only other region of our concern is southeastern Anatolia, i.e. the vast piedmont
east of Mersin. In this area a number of Halaf settlements have been excavated; for
example, Gerikihaciyan (Watson and LeBlanc 1973, in press), Cavi Tarlasi (Von Wickede
1984; Von Wickede and Misir 1985; Von Wickede and Herbordt 1988) and Tilki Tepe
(Korfmann 1982), but all of these sites fit into the later stages of the Halaf period (in time
comparable to our Balikh fflC-D periods). Survey evidence points in this direction as well
(Dönmez and Brice 1949; Bumey 1958; Brown 1967; Özdogan 1977; Russell 1980). The
earliest Halaf seems to be lacking in Anatolia, where Halaf appears more or less at the
same time as in Iraq or on the Mediterranean.
The coastal parts of Anatolia and the lands up to Gaziantep seem to be part of the
Levantine Dark-Faced Burnished Ware complex. Excavations at Sakçe Gözü ave yielded
mainly plain, grey-black burnished and incised pottery in the lowest levels I-u,
intermingled with a few Halaf and Samarra-like sherds closely resembling those of Sabi
Abyad in the Balikh valley (cf. Garstang 1908; Garstang et al. 1937; Du Plat Taylor et al.
1950; see also chapter 4). Unfortunately, hardly anything is known about the 6th
millennium occupation in other parts of eastern Anatolia. Most of the Neolithic sites that
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have been excavated, like Cayönü, Hayaz Hüyük, Nevala Çori or Cafer Hüyük, are part of
the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B tradition and were either wholly abandoned towards the end
of the 7th millennium B.C. or separated from later, Pottery-Neolithic phases through a
hiatus in occupation. Recent small-scale soundings at Kumartepe in the Euphrates valley
north of Urfa have yielded a pottery-Neolithic site probably dating from around the
middle or second half of the 6th millennium (Roodenberg et al. 1984). The majority of the
pottery is described as 'coarse ware': this pottery is mainly chaff-tempered, has black cores
and a buff colour, and is predominated by hole-mouth vessels with ledge handles and
hemispherical bowls. Very few sherds were painted. Another 30% of the pottery is
burnished, has a mineral temper and varies in surface colour from grey to buff and from
red to brown. As regards shape, these burnished vessels resemble the coarse-ware
ceramics, although the burnished examples are smaller in size and more carefully
produced. The excavators compare the Kumartepe pottery with the coarse simple ware
and brittle painted ware of the Amuq A-B phases, and, to a more limited extent, with the
Early and Ute Neolithic (levels XXXffl-XXV) ceramics of Mersin in Cilicia (ibid.:8). Other
parallels may perhaps be found in the lower levels of Turlu near Gaziantep (cf. Moore
1979). However, it is stressed that the lithic assemblage strongly differs from the
Mediterranean regions; whereas in the latter the emphasis was upon blade manufacture,
at Kumartepe flake production was predominant. Broadly speaking, the pottery of
Kumartepe shows some parallels with our Balikh IIC ceramics of Sabi Abyad, but, for
example, the burnished component seems to be largely lacking at our site. The presence of
pressure-flaked arrowheads at Kumartepe is another major difference, as points are almost
wholly absent at Sabi Abyad. It may be that Kumartepe is of slightly earlier date than the
levels thus far uncovered at Sabi Abyad (perhaps equalling our Balikh ÜB), but it seems
more likely that Kumartepe represents another local variant of the Dark-Faced Burnished
Ware tradition. In the Turkish piedmont, intersected by numerous more or less isolated
valleys and plains, regional variation, even on a micro-scale, may have been well
developed.
In the light of the above, it therefore seems that the Syrian Jezirah between
Euphrates and Khabur forms the heartland of Halaf society. The present evidence suggests
that it was not until about 200 years after its initial appearance that Halaf spread into the
neighbouring regions. Radiocarbon samples have shown that the earliest Halaf of the
Balikh valley dates from around 5200/5100 B.C. (or around 6000 B.C. when calibrated),
whereas the earliest reliable (and uncalibrated) dates thus far known from other regions
stem from around 5000 B.C. (cf. Watkins and Campbell 1987). In view of the coherent set
of Sabi Abyad radiocarbon dates, the often-used date of 5620 ± 35 B.C. from Tell Halaf
(Vogel and Waterbolk 1964), supposedly dating the interface between AÜmorwchrome and
Halaf at the site, can be rejected as being much too old.
The Mesopotamian impact on Halaf society need not to be looked for in the Hassuna
complex but in Samarra society. The present data suggest that Samarra partially precedes
the rise of Halaf but the Middle or Classical Samarra (Tell as-Sawwan levels IIIA-V), to be
dated around 5300-5000 B.C., is contemporary with our Balikh UIA-B strata at Sabi Abyad
(see chapter 4). So far, any relationship between Halaf and Samarra is based on
resemblances in ceramics and, to a much lesser extent, lithic implements; in other material
(and, undoubtedly, non-material) aspects both complexes strongly differ. Concerning the
Samarra-like ceramics found in the Balikh valley, there can be little doubt that this pottery
represents local imitations; true Samarran imports seem to be lacking. Apparently, already
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at an early stage Samarra derivations or 'influences' reached the peripheral regions
surrounding the Samarra homeland, but direct links between the Halaf communities of the
Syrian Jezirah and the Samarra settlements of Mesopotamia can hardly be established.
At first sight, the multi-roomed, rectangular architecture with buttresses and niches
at Sabi Abyad seems to resemble that of the Samarran sites of Tell as-Sawwan, Chogha
Mami or Tell Songor but I feel that such resemblances are of a superficial nature. The
Samarran architecture is much more uniform and built according to strict, tradition-bound
rules. Its tripartite buildings show striking similarities with Ubaid structures, and most
likely the earliest Ubaid in Mesopotamia was closely associated with Samarran society
(Forest 1987). The well-conceived tripartite buildings found at both Samarran and Ubaid
sites give evidence of a long tradition of construction methods in Mesopotamia. Whereas
the maintenance of this tradition will be merely due to custom to some extent, for another
part certain structuring principles must have been at work. Tradition' is not a meaningless
and repetitive mechanism but it serves to organise and bind together a society by creating
a past shared by all members of a society. By acting within the traditional frame, one
acknowledges and pays respect to the past and, ultimately, to the present, or in other
words: one accepts the ruling ideological system. In the case of the Samarran or Ubaid
tripartite buildings, it seems that these structures were not simply raised according to the
wishes of their individual builders but according to the rules of society. The tripartite
architecture seems to express part of these societies' world-view; it is both a component
and a product of the regulating system of society (cf. Fritz 1978; Kus 1981; Akkermans
1989b).
3 Ritual Behaviour and Halaf Mortuary Practices
Many of the aceramic Neolithic sites of Syria, the Levant and southeastern Turkey have
yielded evidence of an exceptional richness of ritual and ceremonial activity, illustrated,
for example, by the widespread practice of skull plastering and the numerous elaborate
human- and animal-shaped figurines throughout this region, the plaza and stele structures
of Cayonii and Nevala Cori (Schirmer 1983; Hauptmann 1988) and the impressive caches
of human statuary at 'Ain Ghazal (Rollefson 1983, 1984). For the later stages of the
Neolithic, too, we have proof of considerable ritual-ceremonial behaviour, the most
outstanding example being early 6th millennium Çatal Hüyük with its magnificent wall
paintings, sets of bukrania and numerous kinds of 'shrines' (Mellaart 1967). However,
Çatal Hüyük seems to have rather unique qualities and, in the light of the present state of
research, can hardly be taken as representative for the later Neolithic. As for the Halaf sites
of Syro-Mesopotamia it appears that only few clear indications of ritual behaviour are
recognisable. Indeed, ritual behaviour was far from absent but, in contrast with the earlier
periods, later 6th and 5th millennium ceremonial activity seems to be less 'visible', less
spectacular. Whereas in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B rites and ceremonies seem to have had
a community-wide focus, the general picture for the Halaf period is one of a less public
and more private ritual activity, hardly exceeding the limits of the individual household.
This seems to be in close agreement with Halaf settlement patterns and community
organisation; here, too, it appeared that Halaf society consisted of small and highly
autonomous groups, initially organised at the family or household level.
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Below, three possible indicators of ritual behaviour will be discussed in more detail, viz.
(1) architecture and related features, (2) human figurines and (3) burials.
3.1 Architecture and associated features
Halaf architecture consisted of both rectangular and circular buildings. For a long time
now, the round buildings or tholoi have been considered to be characteristic of the Halaf
period. Two basic types of tholoi are present, viz. buildings simply consisting of one
circular room and more complex, keyhole-shaped buildings consisting of a circular room
enlarged by a rectangular antechamber (or dramas). In view of the common appearance of
tholoi at Halaf sites, most archaeologists are inclined to regard these structures as the
primary Halaf dwelling architecture (e.g. Munchaev and Merpert 1971:19; Hijara 1980:42ff;
Seeden 1982). Rectangular structures do appear but these are in most cases considered to
be of minor importance. However, at Sabi Abyad it was found that the opposite holds true
at least for this site; here rectangular, multi-roomed buildings displayed the main
architectural features, whereas virtually all of the associated tholoi fulfilled some kind of
auxiliary function (most likely as storage units). The excavations have yielded strong
evidence that each of the prehistoric mounds of Sabi Abyad was per Level largely covered
by only one extended, rectangular complex, in its turn encircled by a number of small
tholoi.
So far, the lower, pre-Halaf levels at Sabi Abyad have yielded traces of rectangular
buildings only but it is recalled that these layers were unearthed on a limited scale. In
northern Iraq, excavations at Hassunan Yarim Tepe I have yielded evidence that round
structures are not out of place in early 6th millennium levels (e.g. at the Hassunan sites of
Tell Hassuna and Yarim Tepe I; Lloyd and Safar 1945:272; Merpert and Munchaev
1971a:15; Munchaev and Merpert 1971:25ff, 1973:7; Merpert et al. 1976:28). At Sabi Abyad,
the first tholos appeared around 5100 B.C. (Level 4). Interestingly enough, the latter differs
in various respects from the tholoi excavated in the upper strata at the site. Whereas the
circular structures of the later strata were all single-roomed buildings, the Level 4 building
was keyhole-shaped, consisting of a circular room about 3.25 m in diameter, enlarged by a
rectangular antechamber. Moreover, this building lacked the characteristic burnt interior
plaster of the later tholoi. The antechamber was flanked on both sides by rectangular
structures. North of this keyhole-shaped tholos another rectangular building was present,
probably serving some kind of industrial activity, to judge from its layout and from the
presence of a large kiln.
Shape and construction of the keyhole-shaped tholos suggest that this building was
meant to have a function different from that of the simple one-roomed tholoi. The size of
the circular room is virtually identical to the later ones but when including the rectangular
antechamber the building is considerably larger. Unfortunately, the tholos has yielded no
evidence at all as to its function. No architectural features (hearths, benches, etc.) were
recognised and the building was virtually empty of artefacts (all finds from the tholos
were part of secondary refuse deposits, placed there at a time when the tholos had already
gone out of use). When including evidence from other sites, it may very well be that this
keyhole-shaped tholos, in sharp contrast with the one-roomed ones, served for living. For
example, at the recently excavated site of Çavi Tarlasi, located in the Turkish Euphrates
region about 100 km north of Sabi Abyad, the topmost levels 3-1 have each yielded a
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number of stone-based, keyhole-shaped tholoi, associated with smaller one-room circular
structures, hearths and fireplaces, and some rectangular buildings (Von Wickede 1984;
Von Wickede and Misir 1985; Von Wickede and Herbordt 1988). The presence of fireplaces
in the tholoi, the occurrence of ceramics and other domestic utensils in the rectangular
antechambers and the general abundance of tholoi vis-à-vis other architectural features all
suggest that the tholoi were used for living (Von Wickede and Herbordt 1988:23). The few
rectangular buildings seem to consist of a number of very small cellular rooms virtually
free of artefacts (as were the circular tholoi rooms) and of other features. Therefore, it
cannot be excluded that the Sabi Abyad keyhole-shaped tholos represents a house for
living. However, in that case, one may wonder (1) what reasons underlie this duality in
living units, with on the one hand the rectangular buildings and on the other hand the
keyhole-shaped tholos, and (2) why did not more of these keyhole-shaped tholoi appear?
It can be argued that, as at Çavi Tarlasi, our rectangular architecture is of a specific nature
(see below) but, evidently, in that case one would expect the keyhole-shaped tholoi to
appear in large numbers. The upper strata on the southeastern mound were unearthed
over a large area (over TOO m2) but they have yielded only rectangular buildings and
one-roomed tholoi (definitely not used for living). Our keyhole-shaped tholos is connected
with rectangular buildings of large size, and at least one of these has yielded clear
evidence of habitation (see chapter 3). At present, it is felt that the tholos is simply a more
elaborate example of auxiliary circular architecture at Sabi Abyad.
There is, however, another possibility, namely, that this keyhole-shaped tholos
served in a public, ritual context. The evidence in this direction is, however, extremely
scanty and hardly justifies such a conclusion. It was Mallowan who first suggested that
some of the large, keyhole-shaped tholoi found at Arpachiyah were of a ritual nature
(Mallowan and Rose 1935:34). Mallowan's basic arguments were: (1) the location of the
largest tholoi in the centre of the mound; "(.•-) it may therefore be taken for granted that
they were buildings of outstanding importance", (2) the exceptionally large size of the
buildings (the circular rooms having a diameter up to 10 m; when including the
rectangular antechambers the total length is up to 19 m) and the considerable thickness of
their stone walls or foundations (up to 1.35 m), (3) the stone walls/foundations had been
left undisturbed by later construction works; "From this we might argue that the buildings
were regarded with some degree of reverence (...)", (4) the presence of two burials directly
against the outer wall of the TT 8 tholos and said to contain pottery of "exceptional
richness and brilliance"; "It seems, therefore, that it was desirable in the Tall Halaf period
to be buried within the precincts", (5) in the fill surrounding one of the tholoi in the
outlying area a large number of figurines, interpreted as mother-goddesses, were found as
well as fragments of finely made pottery. In short, Mallowan then concludes: "(...) the
precincts of these buildings seem to have a special sanctity, and it is more than probable
that they were shrines - perhaps connected with the cult of the 'mother goddess' (...)".
That the large, stone-founded tholoi of Arpachiyah are of an exceptional nature
seems to be clear at least in size, these buildings are unequalled by any of the round
structures found thus far at other sites. Virtually all of the tholoi of, for example, Sabi
Abyad, Khirbet esh-Shenef, Shams ed-Din, Çavi Tarlasi and Yarim Tepe II were of small
size and much less elaborate in construction, and actually this seems to hold for many of
the remaining Arpachiyah structures as well. However, it can be doubted whether
Mallowan's conclusion that these structures were shrines is truly justified. Position, layout
and the undisturbed character of the buildings do not straightforwardly suggest a
300
Social Aspects
religious function; nor do the graves and figurines said to be associated with the tholoi.
Whether the location in the centre of the mound has some special meaning cannot be
established, due to the lack of a more complete settlement plan. The 1976 re-excavation of
Arpachiyah (Hijara 1980; Hijara et al. 1980) has yielded little additional evidence in this
respect, as all the newly outlaid trenches were of small size (9x3, 8x2, 40.5x2.5 m). Hijara
(1978:128 and, implicitly, 1980:41) has suggested that evidence for sanctity can be inferred
from the location of the tholoi within a separate 'tholoi area', surrounded by an enclosure
wall and distinguished from the site's outskirts. Occupation debris is said to be lacking in
the tholoi area, the fill here consisting of clean reddish clay brought in from outside the
mound and assumed to have some ritual significance. Whether the existence of such a
distinct tholoi area can be proven unambiguously from Hijara's restricted soundings is
questionable, let alone its assumed ritual implications.
In the case of the figurines, it appears that these objects (the exact number of them
and their state of preservation is unknown) were all found in the fill around one tholos in
the outlying area and were surrounded by fragments of ceramics. Firstly, it can be
questioned whether the figurines have any direct, straightforward relationship with the
tholos and with the sherds; perhaps we are dealing here with refuse material. Secondly,
the tholos in the outlying area is of a wholly different layout and manner of construction
than those on the mound proper; these buildings cannot be simply compared.
The burials, too, provide little clear evidence for a religious role of the Arpachiyah
tholoi. Mallowan found nine burials, six of which came from the outlying area and three
from the mound proper. Two burials on the mound were found along the walls of the TT8
tholos but most likely these burials were dug in from level TT7 (Hijara 1978:125) or, on the
basis of ceramic parallels, perhaps even from the Burnt House level TT6. Judging from the
burial contents, these graves from the mound are not necessarily of a richer or more
exceptional nature than those of the outlying area, particularly if we take into account the
divergent dates of the graves and associated alterations in pottery manufacture and
stylistic workmanship (cf. Mallowan and Rose 1935:42-43; Akkermans 1989a). Moreover,
an infant burial below the TT9 tholos yielded no grave goods at all but, for reasons not
clear, is said to be "plundered of offerings" (Mallowan and Rose 1935:34; evidently, when
simply assuming this, circular reasoning cannot be avoided). The renewed 1976
excavations at Arpachiyah have revealed three more burials on the mound, two of which
were of a rather spectacular nature in that they comprised skull interments; for this period
skull interments are further known only from Yarim Tepe n (Hijara 1978; Merpert et al.
1978). The excavators are inclined to see these skull burials as ritual, high-status interments,
but this view seems to have been largely based on the rare and seemingly exceptional
nature of the skull sepultures (see below). Although found in the vicinity of tholoi, none of
the graves at Arpachiyah can be directly and unambiguously associated with any of these
buildings.
When excluding position, figurines and graves, little solid proof is left for a religious
function of the Arpachiyah tholoi. The sole remaining 'evidence' is the large size of some
tholoi and the fact that their stone foundations (with one exception in level TT10) had all
been left more or less intact and had not been used as quarries for later construction
works. This, however, is true for many stone-founded structures at other sites as well; for
example, at Çavi Tarlasi most tholoi foundations were in perfect condition, any
disturbances mainly due to recent ploughing, and even at Sabi Abyad, where stone had to
be brought in from a considerable distance, the large Level 3 stone wall on the
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southeastern mound was wholly intact. An obvious explanation is that one was able to
obtain stone with much less time and energy investment elsewhere. There can be no doubt
that these buildings had a mud-brick superstructure; in a collapsed state, the foundations
of these structures then must have been buried deeply below a pile of mud-brick debris
and other building materials or refuse. Another possibility is that there was simply no
immediate need for stone. In this respect, it is worth noting that the large Arpachiyah
tholoi appeared in levels TT8 and TT7 and below the TT6 Burnt House, a building simply
founded on earth without any foundations at all. Hijara (1978:127) has suggested that the
constructing of the large tholos foundations required an investment of energy beyond a
single community's capacity and that construction "(...) involved a work force drawn from
neighbouring settlements". A rough calculation indicates that the largest tholoi each
required about 28 m3 of stone, which is thought to have been brought in from the river
Khosr about 3 km west of Arpachiyah. Earlier, in the case of the Jericho wall and tower
construction, Dorrell (1978:15) suggested that a trained man was able to handle about 3.3
m3 of stone per day, but when including acquisition and transport a figure of about 0.5 m3
per man per day seems to be a more realistic estimate (Bar-Yosef 1986:158). In the latter
case, foundation construction of each of the Arpachiyah tholoi then involved 56 working
days, i.e. a week's work for 8 men. Even in the case of a small community like Arpachiyah,
this investment of work can hardly have been an obstacle, particularly since construction
was most likely carried out at those times of the year when farming demanded the least
attention.
If then none of the tholoi has a ritual meaning, do some of the rectangular buildings
perhaps serve a purpose in this respect? At Arpachiyah, rectangular architecture was said
to be characteristic only of the last stage of Halaf occupation, represented by the TT6 Burnt
Building (Mallowan and Rose 1935), but Hijara's 1976 soundings have already
necessitated some adjustment. Hijara has suggested four basic phases in architectural
development, termed Al to A4 and characterised by rectangular buildings in the lowest
phase Al, a transition to circular structures in the next phase A2, the appareance of
stone-based, keyhole-shaped tholoi in phase A3 and, finally, a return to rectangular
architecture in the upper phase A4 (Hijara 1980; Hijara et al. 1980). However, that
rectangular buildings are also a common component in the 'tholoi phases' was made clear
by the excavations at, for example, Yarim Tepe II or Çavi Tarlasi, be it that these
rectangular buildings seem to constitute a minority and of a subsidiary nature at this time.
In contrast, the rectangular structures found in various levels at Sabi Abyad seem to have
been used for living, although some buildings must have served other purposes as well
(see chapter 3).
However, the extensive 'eastern' and 'western' buildings of Sabi Abyad Level 3
(buildings I and II) have some peculiar characteristics not immediately expected in the
case of simple dwellings. The western building I is characterised by a complex of tiny
rooms, hardly suitable for living (Figs. 3.12, 3.13, 3.15). Earlier, it was argued that this
building actually consisted of two storeys and that the lower storey (i.e. that part of the
building still remaining) served for storage or other purposes. At least some rooms of the
lower storey must have been accessible only from above (no doorways were found at floor
level) but at the same time we find a rather 'monumental' entrance giving access to other
rooms. The southern wall -bordering the path towards this entrance was thickly
white-plastered and showed evidence of a large niche, at a later stage divided into two
smaller niches (Fig. 3.15). The original niche resulted from the construction of buttresses
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supporting the larger part of the exterior facade of the Level 3 buildings, but whether the
succeeding division into two niches served any specific architectural-technical purpose
remains enigmatic. That these niches may have had another, socially-defined function is
suggested by the presence of a shallow basin in front of them. At certain times, this basin
must have contained water to judge by the succession of thin and finely textured clay
layers upon its (unplastered) base. Interestingly enough, the white-plastered and niched
area was not immediately visible to the outsider but hidden in a more intimate part of the
building area, accessible only from the south (and perhaps the north) along a small path
between the eastern and the western building (cf. Fig. 3.12 and 3.15).
The eastern building (Level 3, building IT) is of an elongated and extremely narrow
shape and showed white-plastered niches and buttresses along its exterior facade as well
(Figs. 3.12,3.14,3.15). The rooms were all very small in size and cannot have been used for
daily living. No finds came from this building, with the exception of a complete bowl
situated on the floor of one of the rooms (Fig. 3.19, no. 29). Access to this building was
gained through two doorways both situated in the eastern wall: one at the extreme
northern edge and one at the extreme southern edge of the building. At least in front of the
latter entrance a court was present bordered by white-plastered walls. Along the court
wall opposite the entrance over a thousand sling missiles of unbaked clay appeared, all
stored in narrow, rounded containers sunk into the floor.
Another curious and as yet unexplained feature is the large and well-constructed
stone wall of hewn gypsum blocks found on the southeastern mound (Figs. 3.12,3.13). The
large stone wall is a unique feature, so far not found at any other Halaf site. The wall was
about 0.8 m wide and stood to a height of about 1.5 m; it was definitely not sunk into the
tell (see chapter 3). Its interior was roughly finished and completely filled with loose and
rather clean soil. The exterior was more carefully finished and had obviously been visible.
Earlier, it was suggested that this wall was a retaining wall supporting a terrace on top
and along the northern slope of the southeastern mound. Apart from the stone wall, no
architectural features can be directly associated with this terrace; only at a later stage,
when the various mud-brick buildings were erected, the stone wall was partly used as a
foundation. In this sense, the original function of the terrace has to be considered
separately from the various mud-brick buildings and perhaps one should regard this
terrace as a kind of ceremonial plaza.
In conclusion, it appears that the presence of specific ceremonial structures or
shrines, well-known from earlier times, can hardly be documented for Halafian sites. An
interesting feature, however, are the 'ritual pits' found in levels 8-9 at Yarim Tepe u. One
of these pits, oval in shape and with a diameter of 50-80 cm and a depth of 20 cm,
contained one broken and burnt painted bowl, a crude grey cooking-pot and a painted
zoomorphic vessel (Merpert et al. 1981:26 and Fig. VIE). The latter is busily and rather
chaotically painted with intermingled dots, lines and solid areas. The design is applied in
panels of irregular shape and lacks any symmetry (a remarkable feature since Halaf
decoration on pottery is usually highly symmetrical). Fragments of a reminiscent
zoomorphic vessel were found at later Halafian Yarim Tepe El (Bader et al. 1981:56). The
Yarim Tepe II pit was filled with soil mixed with ash and charcoal. The excavators
consider the filling to have some significance since it was also found in three other 'ritual
pits'. Thus, a pit from level 8 contained several broken vessels, including two painted
ones, whereas in another pit, found in the foundation 'platform' of a tholos of level 9,
fragments of a bowl and some trapeze-shaped bladelets of obsidian were found. Merpert
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et al. (1981:26) have suggested that the latter pit may point towards some rituals associated
with the construction of the tholos, whereas in the case of the other pits the broken vessels
perhaps indicate the intentional breaking or lulling' of artefacts. Evidence of similar
intentional breaking was found in some of the Yarim Tepe burials (see below) and
suggests a close relationship between these pits and the graves. Additional proof in this
direction comes from the location of the pits, as all of them are located in the same area of
the settlement as the burials (Merpert and Munchaev 1987:27). In another ceremonial pit
from level 9 some broken bowls were found, together with a complete alabaster cup, a
square stone seal with incision and a broken anthropomorphic flagon (Merpert et al.
1981:26 and Fig. XI). The latter is a wide but flat vessel, about 18 cm high, upon a round
pedestal and represents a woman supporting her breasts. Around the neck two painted
bands are present, whereas three bands are present around the upper arms. The wrists are
also decorated. Two X-shaped bands, each consisting of three dotted lines, run down from
the shoulders, between the breasts, to the hips. The navel is indicated by a painted Maltese
cross, whereas the pubic triangle, bounded by two straight lines on either side and dotted,
is extremely exaggerated, coming down from hips to base. This exaggeration is remarkable
since the other parts of this female representation are well-proportioned. A vertical line
near the base seems to indicate the vulva. Parts of similar hollow anthropomorphic vessels
were found earlier at Arpachiyah (Mallowan and Rose 1935:81 and Fig. 45, nos. 10-12), one
of which had a Maltese cross on the shoulder as well as painted bands around the upper
arm and wrist. The renewed excavations at Arpachiyah by Ismail Hijara have yielded
another fragment of a female anthropomorphic vessel from period III. The arms, again,
supported the breasts which in their turn were emphasised by circular bands (Hijara
1980:206 and Fig. 20).
3.2 Figurines
Human and animal-shaped figurines appear at most Halafian sites albeit in very modest
numbers. Whereas, for example, at the 7th millennium site of Jarmo, excavated over an
area of about 1370 m2, hundreds of complete and fragmentarily preserved figurines were
found (Broman Morales 1983), large-scale excavations at Halafian Sabi Abyad, with an
exposure over 800 m2 and several metres in depth, have yielded only nine figurines. All
except one of the Sabi Abyad figurines were found together on the floor of one of the
rooms (room 11) of the Level 3 building I and were part of a pile of unbaked clay objects,
furthermore including miniature jars of solid clay, balls, rectangular plaquettes, disks and
cones. As for the figurines in this pile, only one example can be positively identified as an
animal (Fig. 3.23, no. 6), whereas perhaps seven others each represent very simplified
human images (Fig. 3.23, nos. 7,8,12,13,14,15 (?), 16 (?)); actually, the sole indication that
these are human representations comes from the slightly pinched projections of head and
arms. The function of this pile of clay objects is not clear. The coarse finishing of all the
items as well as the presence of miniature vessels (Fig. 3.23, nos. 1-2) may suggest that we
are dealing here with children's toys (cf. Broman Morales 1983); however, one fragment
bore a stamp-seal impression not expected on toys (Fig. 3.23, no. 9). Whatever the truth of
the matter, at least one figurine at Sabi Abyad was more than a simple toy, i.e. the female
representation found in a pit on the northeastern mound (Akkermans 1987a:33 and PI.
1V:2). The lower part of this well-baked and painted figurine is cube-shaped whereas the
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upper part is more flattened. Limbs are only superficially indicated and the main
emphasis is upon the breasts and the abdomen. The head of this figurine is missing. A
hole in the neck suggests that the head had been fitted onto the body by means of a dowel.
Apparently, the head was removable or revolving. Interestingly enough, the lower parts of
the body are slightly burnished which suggests that these parts have been frequently
touched by hands. So far, no parallel for this figurine has been found.
At other Halafian sites excavated over a large area, like Arpachiyah or Yarim Tepe U,
figurines appeared in small numbers, too, although at these sites the total variation in
types of figurines seems to be somewhat larger. Human figurines are invariably female
with an emphasis upon breasts and pubic triangle and are in most cases thought to
represent fertility goddesses or "lucky charms intended to secure good fortune in
childbirth" (Mallowan 1936:11; see also Mallowan and Rose 1935:79ff; Tobler 1950:163;
Munchaev and Merpert 1971:31; Davidson and Watkins 1981:10). Some of the figurines are
rather naturalistic images of naked and squatting, breast-supporting women (e.g.
Mallowan and Rose 1935, Figs. 45-47; Munchaev et al. 1984, Fig. 21; Davidson and Watkins
1981, Fig. 3), whereas others are modelled roughly and in a simplified manner (cf. Merpert
et al. 1978, PI. Xu, nos. 1, 3, 4). When taking into account that these figurines have a
general intersite similarity and that we are dealing with female figurines only with
emphasised sexual markers, it appears, indeed, that some definite cultural regulations
underlay the production of these figurines and that they may well have served in ritual
contexts. Unfortunately, little evidence is found in this direction apart from the
representations themselves. At Arpachiyah, numerous 'cult figurines' are said to have
been found in the domestic debris surrounding a tholos in the outlying areas (Mallowan
and Rose 1935:27) but whether this has any specific significance is doubtful (see the above
discussion on the assumed ritual function of the tholoi at Arpachiyah). At other sites, too,
it appeared that these figurines virtually all stem from secondary deposits and other
occupation fill, lacking any secure context of possible use. A possible exception, however,
seem to be the objects in stone and bone found together at one end of a room of the
so-called Burnt House of the upper Halaf level TT6 at Arpachiyah. A flat female figurine
of limestone appeared, without arms and with the head only superficially indicated.
Emphasis was upon the breasts and pubic triangle, the latter indicated by narrow incisions
and extremely exaggerated, coming down from the hips (thus closely resembling an
anthropomorphic vessel from Yarim Tepe O; see Merpert et al. 1981, Fig. XD. Beside this
female figure, another figurine was found, made of alabaster and only 17 mm high, and
said to represent a male (Mallowan and Rose 1935:99). Whether the latter identification is
truly justified can hardly be inferred from the site-report's illustration; if so, this figurine is
a unique feature (as all other Halaf figurines are female). The arms are held against the
waist and the right arm is said to hold an offering (ibid.). In association with these stone
figurines a miniature bowl of steatite and five models of human finger-bones, all made of
stone, were uncovered, as well as one genuine finger-bone; particularly the latter may
indicate that these objects had a ritual function. Four other highly simplified figurine-like
objects stem from the same building, three made of pumice and one of sandstone (ibid.:100
and PL X, d-g). The use of stone at Arpachiyah for the manufacture of ritual objects is a
rather unique feature in the Halaf period and is only parallelled by two figurines of
limestone and diorite from Tell Halaf, said to have been found in association with painted
Halaf pottery (Von Oppenheim and Schmidt 1943:105ff and Fig. CVm).
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The generally simple shape and crude appearance of most Halaf figurines hardly required
a specific technological knowledge and suggests that their manufacture was open to more
or less all members of a community. The lack of specific ceremonial structures or shrines,
well-known from earlier times, at Halafian sites and the occurrence of the figurines in
domestic fill deposits throughout the settlement or in structures used for living
(Arpachiyah, Sabi Abyad) suggest that these objects figured in household contexts. The
common appearance of complete figurines in refuse deposits indicates that their time of
use was limited and that these objects were easily discarded; apparently, they served for
specific occasions only and afterwards lost their ritual meaning and value.
3.3 The burial record
In recent years, much attention has been given to the sociological impact of burials found
in excavation. Following the pioneering work of Saxe (1970) and Binford (1971), virtually
all studies into ranking and stratification of ancient societies rely to some degree or
another upon analysis of mortuary remains. To put it simply, it has been suggested that
patterns in death bear a direct relationship with patterns of life in society. Any social
distinction in life is assumed to be directly reflected in the burial record, thus enabling the
investigator to reconstruct a society's social organisation by analysing the mortuary
evidence. This approach has been severely criticised by Hodder (1980) and Fader (1980;
1982), among others, as being much too simplistic and as overlooking many of the
symbolic actions in human mortuary behaviour. Burial practices do not a priori reflect
social realities but, in contrast, may yield an inversed or disguised picture of the world of
the living, due to prevailing societal attitudes towards death.
This section intends to give an outline of Halaf mortuary practices. On the basis of
the burial evidence from several sites, it is attempted to draw some general conclusions
about Halaf social structures and beliefs. As pointed out before, Halaf society was widely
dispersed along the northern fringes of the Fertile Crescent, including modern northern
Iraq, southeastern Turkey and northern Syria. On the basis of the pottery, LeBlanc and
Watson (1970) considered Halaf to be the first widespread cultural horizon in the Near
East. If this view is correct, a highly uniform burial record is expected, more or less
interchangeable from site to site.
At the outset it is stressed that any analysis of Halaf mortuary practices is severely
restricted by the fragmentary nature of our present data. The burial record is deficient in
various aspects. Firstly, reports on Halaf burials are often inadequate, owing to the
generalisation of the newly found burial evidence from a site or to the omission of many
details of utmost importance in further analysis (like sex and age). Secondly, vast regions
are virtually unknown in terms of Halaf mortuary practices (e.g. Syria). At present, most
information stems from sites situated in the Mosul region of northern Iraq. Thirdly, Halaf
mortuary behaviour may have changed through time and in space. The Halaf period is of
long duration (at least 600-700 years) and the investigated sites cover various stages in
various regions of Halaf development. The general picture may thus have become
distorted by temporal and spatial effects (O'Shea 1984:14). Fourthly, as a result of the
current emphasis upon settlement archaeology, all burial evidence comes from contexts of
occupation. The rare occurrence of adult graves within settlements leads to the conclusion
that the present burial sample is highly biased in favour of infants and children.
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Halaf cemeteries have not yet been found, except perhaps at Yarim Tepe I in northern Iraq.
However, at the latter site, only six Halaf graves have been found so far and it may very
well be the case that these burials belong to a Halaf occupation level now eroded instead
of to a true cemetery (Breniquet 1987:239). Nevertheless, the striking rareness of adult
interments at the various investigated mounds strongly points to the existence of formal
burial grounds outside these settlements. These graveyards will have served to inhume
most of the dead of the community, whereas interment within a settlement is largely
limited to children and perhaps individuals of a specific status. The present, biased burial
record therefore shows only part of Halaf mortuary variability. Hijara (1980b:209-216) and
Breniquet (1987:238), among others, have suggested that normative Halaf treatment of the
dead involves individual inhumation within settlements, a view which needs some
modification in the light of the present evidence. Moreover, the commonly occurring
notion that the deceased are interred underneath the floors of inhabited buildings (ibid.) is
questionable. The stratigraphie relationship between inhumation and associated building
is often vague. In most cases, it cannot be ascertained whether the burial has been sunk
into a floor or has been covered by a floor, thus making any association a hazardous
enterprise. It seems more likely that most burials were constructed in the deserted areas of
a settlement, marked by collapsed buildings still standing to some height.
Most Halaf burials are known from excavations in northern Iraq, at the sites of
Arpachiyah, Tepe Gawra, the Yarim Tepe mounds. Tell Azzo I, Tell Kutan and Kharabeh
Shattani. In contrast, inland Syria and Turkey, and the coastal regions along the
Mediterranean, are poorly documented in terms of Halaf mortuary practices. In Syria,
some Halaf burials have been reported from Chagar Bazar, Shams ed-Din, Ras Shamra
and, most recently, Sabi Abyad, whereas in Turkey Halafian graves were uncovered at
Mersin, Gerikihaciyan and Cavi Tarlasi. It should, however, be kept in mind that both Ras
Shamra and Mersin are situated on the extreme western periphery of the Halaf culture. So
far, only some of the ceramics found at these sites have shown Halaf characteristics,
leaving the question unanswered whether Halaf influences also entered the more
ritual-bound and tradition-based spheres of society such as expressed in the treatment of
the dead.
Arpachiyah
The first Halaf burials were found in the early 1930s by Mallowan at Tell Arpachiyah
(Mallowan and Rose 1935:42-43). Mallowan uncovered nine Halaf graves, six of which
appeared in the outlying areas whereas three others were found at the mound itself. The
burial description is highly incomplete and only allows some general inferences. All
burials consisted of simple and isolated pit inhumations. The dead seem to have been laid
in a contracted position either on their left or on their right side. Orientation of the body
was either northwest-southeast or, in one instance, east-west. Two graves contained
remains of infants, one of which (G-57) probably had been laid in a mat-covered pit. The
other graves probably contained adults. Burial gifts have been found in six graves and
consisted of ceramic vessels, placed at the head and occasionally supplemented by bone,
obsidian, flint or other stone implements. In one case (G-55), a number of red-painted shell
beads were found at the neck, probably forming part of a necklace. Three graves, two of
which belonged to infants and one to an adult, yielded no grave goods at all.
In 1976, Ismail Hijara undertook soundings at Arpachiyah, thereby uncovering two
fractional adult burials (G1-G2) and one complete interment in the area south of
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Mallowan's TT8 tholos (Hijara 1978,1980). Burial Gl consisted of a pit into which a large
globular and tall-collared jar, containing a skull, had been placed. Next to the jar, two
painted pottery bowls and one of stone were found. Burial G2 represented a collective
grave of four skulls, three of which had been interred in pottery bowls whereas the fourth
had been placed in a squat jar. In addition, six ceramic vessels and one stone bowl were
found in the burial pit. Burial G3 consisted of a complete skeleton, found in a contracted
position and lying on its right side. Two pottery bowls and two stone bowls had been
placed near the feet. As pointed out before, Mallowan (1935:34) suggested that the tholoi
found at Arpachiyah represented shrines, built within a sacred precinct. Hijara (1978)
takes up Mallowan's point, interpreting the skull burials as ritual interments of people of
high social rank within a religious centre.
Tepe Gawra
At Tepe Gawra, located about 15 km northeast of Arpachiyah, some Halaf graves have
been found in the soundings of Area A, at the foot of the mound (Tobler 1950). No
building remains have been uncovered here. Area A was probably used as a dump for
domestic debris by the inhabitants of Tepe Gawra. In this dump three graves had been
dug, one of which (G36-158) belonged to a child, whereas the two others (G36-159 and
G36-160) contained adults. The dead were laid in a flexed position either on their left side
(child) or on their right side (adults). The child inhumation was oriented north-south and
accompanied by a painted bowl. One of the adults (G36-159) was oriented
southeast-northwest and wrapped in a reed mat. Grave goods consisted of two painted
jars, one placed in front of the body, whereas the other had been placed at the feet (cf.
Tobler 1950, PI. LXIV.b). No description is available for the second adult burial (G36-160).
In addition to these individual graves, some mass burials, containing 24 individuals
in total, have been found in a pit in the eastern corner of the sounding. This pit was 5 m
deep and maximally 3.10 m wide. It had probably served as a well or cistern for some
time, but rapidly filled with soil washed down from the slopes of the mound. At a time
when this pit was no longer used as a water supply, it served as a burial pit. Four different
levels of interment are distinguished, termed Burial A to D (A being the topmost; cf.
Tobler 1950:49).
Burial A consisted of two adults. Tobler (ibid.) suggested that whereas one of these
individuals had been formally interred in a contracted position on the left side, the other
one may simply have been thrown into the pit. However, judging from a photograph of
this burial (ibid., PI. C.a), both individuals were found in contracted position at almost the
same elevation. Moreover, a bowl was found directly above the so-called 'cast individual',
suggesting some kind of burial ritual. It seems more likely that both individuals were
interred at the same time along similar lines. An interesting feature was the appearance of
impressions of wooden poles between the elbows and knees and underneath one
individual, perhaps indicating some kind of burial construction or coffin.
Burial B was found about one metre below the topmost inhumations and consisted
of twelve adults, probably all thrown into the pit. Bones were scattered over the area
without any orientation or formal arrangement. A squat, lug-handled jar, two stone
pendants and a basalt pestle are associated with this mass interment. One well-preserved
skull from Burial B has been analysed and belonged to a female person, about 25 years old
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Burial C appeared only about 20 cm below burial B and consisted of nine adults. As in the
case of Burial B, these individuals had probably all been thrown into the pit, since no
orientation or arrangement of bones was noted. Moreover, some individuals overlay
others. No objects are directly associated with this burial, but a painted bowl and a
painted jar have been found at a slightly deeper level (10-15 cm underneath the skeletons).
Tobler (ibid.:49) points out that these vessels must have been cast into the pit as well, since
sherds were scattered all over the area.
Burial D was found about 40 cm below Burial C and consisted of a single young
adult. The contorted position of this individual suggested that no formal interment had
taken place. No burial gifts were present.
Yarim Tepe I
The majority of the mortuary evidence for the Halaf period stems from the Russian
excavations at the sites of Yarim Tepe I, II and UI, situated in the Sinjar plain west of
Mosul. In total, about forty graves have been found at this complex.
Yarim Tepe I belongs in its entirety to the Hassuna period. No later phases of
occupation have been attested. On the basis of some Halaf burials (at least six), sunk into
the lower Hassunan levels, Merpert and Munchaev (1969:131) have suggested that the site
served as a burial ground for the nearby Halaf settlement of Yarim Tepe II. The dead were
buried in a flexed position on their left or right side. Orientation of the bodies was
east-west, north-south or northwest-southeast. Crave goods consisted of pottery and stone
vessels, beads of bone or shell and stone axes and maces. Some of the graves showed a
vertical shaft giving access to a lateral burial chamber, containing one individual. Another
grave consisted of a long but narrow pit, measuring about 200 cm in length, 45 cm in
width and 120 cm in depth. Only a few human bones were found in this pit, but it remains
unknown whether these represent a deliberate fractional burial or, in contrast, are due to
unfavourable conditions of preservation. A large skull of a bovoid is said to have been
found above the pit, whereas in the pit about 200 astragalus bones appeared as well as
fragments of three clay vessels and three stone objects, one of which has been identified as
a mace. It has been suggested that this grave contained the remains of a hunter (cf.
Merpert and Munchaev 1971:17).
Yarim Tepe II
Most burials have been found at the Halaf settlement of Yarim Tepe II. Here at least thirty
graves appeared (the exact number does not become clear from the various reports), most
of which belonged to infants and children up to eight years old. So far, only five or six
adult burials have been uncovered. Three types of mortuary treatment can be
distinguished at Yarim Tepe II, viz. simple pit inhumation, cremation and skull interment
(fractional burial).
Simple, primary inhumations in pits are most common at Yarim Tepe II, comprising
about two-thirds of the burial sample. These graves all contained infants or children, laid
in a contracted position either on their left or on their right side. Orientation of the body
was east-west, north-south or northwest-southeast One burial (N59) contained two
infants, whereas another (N61) consisted of two adults and a child (Merpert and
Munchaev 1987:25). Infant burials seem to contain no burial gifts but in most other graves
one to three pottery vessels have been found, occasionally supplemented by stone vessels
or bone and stone implements. Thus, a burial of a seven-year-old child, uncovered in level
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4 (N32), yielded a miniature stone bowl, an unfinished alabaster vessel, a painted pottery
cup, a flint implement and two bone awls (Munchaev and Merpert 1971:31). Another
burial (N58), belonging to the earliest stages of Halaf occupation at Yarim Tepe n (levels
9-8), contained a highly stylised figurine of clay and a small cup filled with hundreds of
beads of shell, carnelian and an unidentified kind of stone (Merpert and Munchaev
1987:25-26). One pit burial of level 4 (N36) seems to resemble the shaft graves found at
Yarim Tepe I. This burial, described as "a small catacomb under the floor" (Munchaev and
Merpert 1971:31), contained a three-year-old child, lying in a flexed position on its right
side, facing west. Crave goods consisted of six painted vessels and a necklace, made of
alabaster beads and a pendant showing animal heads. Two other graves (N42 and N48)
require a short comment. Burial N42 consisted of an irregular, rounded pit about 140/160
cm in diameter. The skeleton lay on its back with the arms spread out and the legs bent
and crossed. No grave goods were found. In view of the position of the skeleton, it has
been suggested that the corpse had been thrown into the pit without a formal treatment
(Merpert et al. 1977:91). The other burial (N48) seems to represent a secondary interment.
In a small and shallow pit, measuring about 110 cm in length, 60 cm in width and only 20
cm in depth the disordered remains of a seven- or eight-year-old child were found. The
skull had been placed on top of other bones. No funerary gifts were present (Merpert et al.
1978:40).
Seven cremation burials have been found at Yarim Tepe H, all in the lower levels 7-8.
Cremation seems to have taken place either in an open fireplace or in a specially built
oven, probably sunk into lower levels. The latter was attested in one instance and
consisted of a rectangular oven with rounded edges, measuring about 110 cm in length
and 35/50 cm in width. The walls of the oven narrowed towards the top (Merpert et al.
1976:51-52). The size of this oven probably reflects the height of the person burnt
(apparently a child). During the cremation, three stone vessels and two pottery vessels
seem to have been deliberately broken and thrown into the oven. Some other objects are
said to have been thrown into the fire, too, but it is unclear from the publication of this
burial (ibid.:52) whether all finds listed were actually exposed to the fire or were placed in
the oven afterwards. The vast number of beads of various materials (shell, gypsum,
obsidian, clay and an unidentified kind of stone) and some pendants found in the oven
suggest that the deceased wore a kind of necklace at the time of cremation. After the
cremation had been completed, the remaining bone fragments had been collected and put
into a small jar, together with 20 beads. The jar was placed in the northwestern corner of
the oven, whereas in the opposite comer some miniature vessels were laid. Next, the oven
was probably covered with soil.
The other six cremations (N43, N50-N54) uncovered at Yarim Tepe n do not show
evidence of specially built structures of cremation, although it should be noted that in
some cases the cremation and the subsequent interment seem to have been performed at
two separate places, leaving the archaeologist with tangible evidence on inhumation of the
ashes only and without direct information about the circumstances of the burning of the
corpse. Burial N43 represents the cremated remains of a child, about ten years old. The
burning seems to have taken place in an open fireplace, marked by an accumulation of
ashes and charcoal. During the process of burning, two alabaster vessels and three pottery
vessels seem to have been deliberately broken and thrown into the fire. After completion
of the cremation, the remaining bones had been gathered and stored in a lugged jar,
buried closed to the fireplace (Merpert et al. 1977:91-92).
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Burial N50 consisted of a small pit, being 70 cm long and 30 cm wide, in which the
cremated remains of an adult had been placed, intermingled with ashes and charcoal.
Since the base and walls of the pit did not show traces of firing, it is assumed that the
actual burning of the corpse took place somewhere else (Merpert et al. 1978:40). Fragments
of two painted vessels have been found in the northwestern corner of the pit and are
thought to have been broken and thrown into the pit during interment (ibid.).
Burial N51 represents the remains of another adult cremation. As with Burial N50,
the burial ground of N51 did not show any traces of burning. Moreover, no ashes or
charcoal appeared, except for one piece of burnt wood, and it is again assumed that the
actual cremation was performed elsewhere (ibid.). The bones were laid in one corner of
the pit without any arrangement except for the leg bones which seem to have been
properly positioned. Two intentionally broken vessels were found, showing traces of
secondary firing (probably resulting from the process of cremation).
Burial N 52 was found near N51 and consisted of a small pit measuring 35x25 cm,
containing the burnt remains of an infant. No traces of ashes have been found nor any
burial gifts. Cremation must have been performed elsewhere.
Burial N53 appeared only one metre west of N52 and consisted of an oval pit,
measuring 116 cm in length and 53 cm in width. The walls and the bottom of the burial pit
showed slight traces of burning in some places. The pit contained the cremated remains of
a child.
Finally, burial N54 consisted of a pit with a length of 125 cm and a width of about 50
cm. From the centre and the eastern half of the pit, the burnt bones of an adult are
reported, lying on a ca. 15 cm thick layer of ashes. Mainly in the northern corner of the
grave, fragments of one painted and three undecorated vessels were found, showing
traces of secondary firing. Moreover, two day spindle-whorls and a red-coloured stone
appeared. Although the excavators of burial N54 are inclined to consider this burial to be
the interred remains of a corpse cremated elsewhere (Merpert et al. 1978:41), the present
evidence strongly suggests that burial N54 represents both the place of cremation and of
subsequent interment of the remains. If this view is correct, the size of the burial pit will
reflect the height of the person burnt, thus pointing towards a child or adolescent instead
of an adult.
In the same area as the cremation burials, three fractional burials (N49, N55, N56)
have been found, consisting of skull interments. Burials N49 and N55 each contained one
skull of an adult, laid on its left side and facing either east (N49) or west (N55). Burial N56
yielded three skulls, buried together in a rounded and shallow grave with a diameter of
about 60/65 cm and a depth of about 14/16 cm. All skulls had been laid on their left side,
facing north-east. None of the three skull interments contained funerary gifts. Similar
burials have been found at Tell Arpachiyah, although at the latter site the skulls had been
placed in bowls or jars. Moreover, at Arpachiyah the skulls were accompanied by a
number of stone and pottery vessels (see Hijara 1978).
Yarim Tepe III
The mound of Yarim Tepe III, situated at a small distance from Yarim Tepe I and II, has
yielded three Halaf burials so far (Merpert and Munchaev 1984). All graves appeared in
domestic deposits and represented simple pit inhumations of children. Burial N29
contained the remains of a two-year-old child, laid in contracted position on its right side
and facing south. Orientation of the body was east-west. No grave goods were present.
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Burial N31 was found in the close vicinity of N29 and also contained an approximately
two-year-old child. The skeleton was lying in a contracted position on its left side, facing
north. Orientation of the body was east-west. Again, no funerary gifts have been found.
Burial N30 belonged to a twelve-year-old child, buried in a contracted position with the
head pointing westwards. Orientation of the body was north-south. At the feet, one
undecorated and three painted vessels had been placed. Burial N30 belongs either to the
final stages of the Halaf period or to the beginning of the subsequent Ubaid period at
Yarim Tepe m (ibid.ST).
Tell Azzo I
East of the Yarim Tepe complex, some Halaf burials are reported from Tell Azzo I. Several
decapitated human skeletons have been found in a tholos but the relation between
building and interments is vague (Killick and Roaf, eds., 1983:206). The headless
inhumations from Azzo immediately recall the skull interments from Yarim Tepe II and
Arpachiyah. Apparently, the practice of separating the head from the body was commonly
distributed in the Mosul region.
Tell Kutan and Kharabeh Shattani
In the Tigris valley north of Mosul, some Halaf graves have been found at Tell Kutan and
Kharabeh Shattani. At the former, an adult inhumation appeared but no further details are
available yet (Killick and Black, eds., 1985:235). At Kharabeh Shattani, south of Tell Kutan,
two pit inhumations of adults have been found. One interment was accompanied by a
bone point and a stone bowl. Moreover, the dead individual had been wearing a girdle
around the hips. On the girdle were about twenty beads of bone, coloured stone and
dentalium shell. A trapezoid bead of black stone was present in the front of the girdle
(Watkins 1987:227).
Chagar Bazar
At Chagar Bazar, located in northeastern Syria, levels 12 to 6 have yielded eight Halaf
burials (Mallowan 1936:18). One more burial is reported from level 12 but apparently no
body was found (ibid.). In the absence of further information, nothing can be said about
this feature. The other graves mainly consisted of child inhumations. Adult remains have
been unearthed in three cases. All burials represented simple pit interments. The dead
were placed in a contracted position on their side. In most cases, the body was oriented
east-west but in two instances the orientation was north-south. All burials except one were
accompanied by grave goods, i.e. a painted or unpainted pottery vessel (some of them
were miniatures).
Shams ed-Din
At Shams ed-Din on the Euphrates a badly preserved child inhumation appeared. This
burial consisted of a small and rounded pit, about 80/90 cm in diameter, and contained
the skull and some bones of an incomplete child skeleton. No grave goods were present
(al-Radi and Seeden 1980:106). It is not known whether the incomplete nature of the
skeleton is due to matters of preservation or to secondary interment.
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Ras Shantra
At Ras Shamra on the Mediterranean, levels IV C to IV A are ascribed to the Halaf period.
These levels have yielded an unspecified number of simple pit inhumations, mainly of
infants and children. Apart from a skull in level IV B, adults only appear in the lower level
IV C. The dead had all been laid in a contracted position on their side. No grave goods
were present except for the ornaments worn by the deceased at the time of interment (De
Contenson 1973:93-94).
Mersin
At Mersin in southeastern Turkey, levels XIX-XVQ* are ascribed to the Halaf period
(Garstang 1953:101ff). The pottery of Mersin is of local, Cilician origin but shows evidence
of strong Halaf influences (ibid.; see also Davidson 1977). In analogy with Ras Shamra, one
may wonder whether the graves unearthed at Mersin also show Halaf traits or, in contrast,
fit entirely within local traditions. Evidently, this problem arises whenever one reaches the
periphery of a specific society. At present, the highly restricted knowledge about Halaf
society in general and about the marginal regions of this culture in particular, prevents
any definite conclusions.
Six burials are ascribed to Mersin XDC-XVII. Two burials belong to level XVII, one to
level XVin and three to level XDC.
The two graves sunk in from level XVTI both represent simple pit inhumations. One
burial belonged to an infant, lying in a flexed position on its right side and facing north.
Orientation of the body was northwest-southeast. The other skeleton was lying in a
contracted position on its left side. Only the leg bones were preserved. Both graves
contained no funerary gifts. The burial ascribed to level XVHI does not seem to represent
an intentional interment but rather an accidental feature. The dead body was lying on its
left side but not in a contracted position. Moreover, stones and mud bricks rested against
the shoulder blade and separated the skull from the body. The burials ascribed to level
XIX consist of two individual inhumations and one mass interment. One of the single
inhumations represents an individual lying in a contracted position on its left side.
Orientation of the body was east-west. No grave goods were present. The other single
burial seems to represent the cremation of a child. The bones showed traces of blackening,
whereas the area around and underneath the skeleton was red-coloured due to firing.
Again, no grave goods were found. The last burial ascribed to level XIX represents a mass
cremation of an unknown number of adults. With the bones were some sherds and two
crushed, incomplete pottery vessels. The ceramics were blackened and apparently
accompanied the deceased at the time of cremation. The cremation burials of Mersin
immediately call to mind the occurrence of almost similar graves at Yarim Tepe II in
northern Iraq. In this respect, it is interesting to note that cremation burials were unknown
at Mersin before the introduction of Halaf at the site.
Gerikihaciyan
Gerikihaciyan is a Halaf settlement situated in the hilly country near Diyarbakir. The site
is located on the periphery of the known distribution of Halaf society, as Mersin, but in
contrast with the latter, Gerikihaciyan is not so much Halaf-influenced as of true Halaf
derivation (cf. Watson and LeBlanc, in press). Excavations at Gerikihaciyan in 1968 and
1970 have yielded four burials, all simple pit inhumations, three of which were complete
and one highly fragmentary. The graves could not be associated with a specific feature or
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level of occupation. Buried 1 consists of an adult, probably male and aged between 25 and
40 years old. The body was lying on its left side in a contracted position. Orientation of the
body was east-west. No grave goods were found. Burial 2 represents a female child, 6-7
years old and lying in a contracted position on its left side. The body was oriented
southeast-northwest. No grave goods were present. Burial 3 belongs to a three-year-old
child, in a straight position. The body was covered by a fragment of a large jar. Orientation
of the body was southeast-northwest. No grave goods were present. The last burial
consisted of only five rib fragments and a left humérus. The latter pointed towards a
heigth of 160 cm for the interred person, thus suggesting that this individual was an
adolescent or an adult. This burial either was disturbed by later activities of occupation or
it represents a secondary interment. Again, no grave goods were found.
Çavi Tarlasi
Recent excavations at Çavi Tarlasi in the Euphrates valley have yielded 18 Halaf burials
(Von Wickede and Misir 1985). The majority of these inhumations (n = 16) belonged to
children, mainly buried in a contracted position on their right side. None of these child
interments contained funerary gifts except for two, which each yielded a pottery vessel.
Two other graves (nos. 3 and 9) represented double interments, each consisting of an adult
male and a child. This is interesting since usually concomitant inhumations of adults and
children, without further determination of sex, are viewed as 'mother-and-child' burials,
both of which are assumed to have died in childbirth. One of the double burials contained
a pottery plate, a stone axe and some flint and obsidian implements, all placed near the
shoulder of the adult. In view of the limited number of burials uncovered within the
inhabited area of Çavi Tarlasi, it is assumed that a cemetery must have existed somewhere
in the vicinity of the settlement (ibid.: 105).
Halaf mortuary practices: some remarks
From the forgoing, it will be clear that Halaf mortuary practices widely varied, from single
and double pit inhumations, mass interments, single and multiple skull sepultures to
individual or mass cremations. Moreover, within each kind of burial group considerable
variation is noted, e.g. in grave construction, orientation of the body and number and type
of funerary gifts. Apparently, the mortuary ritual is complex and defined by belief systems
and cultural circumstances which may vary from case to case. Differences in mortuary
treatment may be related to status, age, sex, ethnic background as well as to the causes of
death. Ucko (1969:271) already noted that those who died, for example, from diseases,
drowning or lightning may each have been treated in a different way from those who died
in battle or by murder.
As pointed out before, the existing burial record, exclusively derived from
settlements, is biased in that single and primary inhumations of children are emphasised.
Others (e.g. Ucko 1969:270 ff; Saxe 1971:43; Poppa 1978:47) have suggested that child
interment generally proceeds along different lines than adult burial. A high infant
mortality rate, in association with some kind of social ranking according to age, may have
prescribed specific rites for child burial Child inhumations were probably performed
within family or close-kin circles. In view of social relationships and social implications,
the death of a child hardly affected the community as a whole but merely those who were
immediately related to the deceased. The dispersed interment of children within
settlements, perhaps in courtyards or other family properties, instead of in a centralised
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community burial ground also points towards a family-oriented mortuary procedure. The
wide variation in positioning and orientation of the body as well as in number and kind of
grave goods may suggest that interment of children did not entirely proceed along
communal and tradition-bound rules but was open to idiosyncratic wishes or needs of the
relatives. Actually, the Halaf burial evidence seems to conform to this view. Infants and
children of young age are almost invariably inhumated, whereas the more exotic kinds of
mortuary treatment (cremation, skull interment) seem to be largely confined to
adolescents and adults.
In general, it seems that the dead were formally inhumated, thereby taking into
account the position of the body and the placement of pottery vessels and other goods.
These single, formal interments assert the individual and suggest that the individual's
identity was regarded as continuing in death (Braithwaite 1984:104). Even the few double
interments found at Tepe Gawra, Yarim Tepe II and Çavi Tarlasi stress the individual by
separating each person both spatially and physically.
Remains of girdles or necklaces made of beads in burials from Yarim Tepe II and
Kharabeh Shattani suggest that at least some of the dead were clothed at the time of
interment. From Arpachiyah and Tepe Gawra we have some evidence that matting was
occasionally used to wrap the dead. The pottery or stone vessels occasionally
accompanying the deceased may have contained food, either in reality or in a symbolic
manner, for the hereafter. It may, however, also be that these vessels should be considered
as the deceased's personal belongings, used during lifetime (cf. Ucko 1969:265). In this
respect, it is interesting to note that, whereas infant burials in most cases contain no objects
at all, older children are often accompanied by miniature vessels. The so-called "hunter
burial' from Yarim Tepe I (Merpert and Munchaev 1971:17) may also indicate that grave
objects served to express part of a person's social identity.
In recent years, one has repeatedly tried to infer social ranking from grave wealth in
child burials (cf. Brown 1981:30; Flannery 1972a:403). Wealth is viewed as an indicator of
social differentiation and positioning. Since children, due to their young age, are not
capable of achieving wealth and associated status by personal efforts, it is assumed that
rank is ascribed and inherited. If we accept this view and apply it to the existing Halaf
inhumation record, no ranking other than that probably based on age is observed. Child
inhumations show considerable variation in number and kinds of grave goods but no
exceptional treatment is noted. The few adult inhumations do not suggest any social
ranking either.
Mass interments are known from Tepe Gawra and, on the periphery of Halaf
society, from Mersin. At the latter site one mass cremation appeared whereas at Gawra
two mass inhumations were found in the so-called well of Area A. These mass burials
deviate from the other kinds of Halaf graves in various aspects. Firstly, the characteristic
individual treatment of the dead has been abandoned. Secondly, at Tepe Gawra the
appropriate ritual discourse seems to have been largely omitted. Instead of a careful
positioning, the dead seem to have been simply thrown into the so-called well. However,
the presence of a few grave goods, apparently also thrown into the pit, suggests that some
rites were performed but perhaps in a simplified manner. Thirdly, mass burials seem to be
limited to adults only. As to the nature of the mass burials at Gawra and Mersin, we can
only speculate. Each burial contained a number of individuals who must have died more
or less at the same time. Tobler (1950:50) suggests that the dead of Tepe Gawra were
victims of famine or plague, whereas Garstang (1953:111) considers the cremated adults
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from Mersin as victims of war, burnt by their conquerors. Garstang's argumentation (cf.
ibid.:lll-112), however, seems to be mere fiction. In the case of Tepe Gawra, one may
wonder why the regular procedure of interment was not performed. In analogy with the
mass graves of the victims of pestilence of medieval Europe, it can be postulated that hasty
interment without an appropriate treatment can be necessitated by hygienic reasons and
circumstances beyond one's control. Climatic conditions in the Near East lead to a rapid
decomposition of the corpse, thus requiring interment within a short period after death (cf.
Poppa 1978:25). The dead of Burials B and C at Tepe Gawra had been buried within a
short time of each other. The lower mass burial C, consisting of nine adults, had been
covered by a layer of soil only 20 cm thick, after which the remains of another twelve
adults (Burial B) had been deposited.
So far, cremations have only been reported from Yarim Tepe II and Mersin.
Cremations seem to represent a late Halaf feature. At Yarim Tepe n cremations appear in
the lower levels 7 and 8, dated by some radiocarbon samples in the mid-fifth millennium
B.C. (Merpert et al. 1977:95). According to the pottery, Mersin belongs to the latest stages
of the Halaf culture and probably dates from around the middle of the fifth millennium,
too (cf. Davidson 1977; Watkins and Campbell 1987). Most cremation graves represent
secondary burials, i.e. the burning of the corpse and the subsequent interment have been
performed at two separate places. Cremation seems to be largely confined to adolescents
and adults. The dead seem to have been extended on a crematory pyre within a shallow
depression or, as illustrated by a burial from Yarim Tepe H, in a specially built oven
construction. The layout of some of the cremation pits, reflecting the size of the deceased,
suggests that the dead were cremated within a short period after death had occurred.
The occasional appearance of large numbers of beads among the burnt remains
points towards necklaces or girdles, and suggests that at least some of the dead were
clothed at the time of cremation. During the burning of the corpse, some pottery and stone
vessels seem to have been broken deliberately and thrown into the fire. Occasionally, some
other objects were thrown into the fire as well. After the burning of the corpse, the
remaining bones were in most cases gathered and either placed in a small, shallow pit dug
elsewhere or stored in an urn, buried at the place of cremation. In some other instances,
the remainder of the cremation was simply covered by soil on the spot, without further
treatment. From one burial of Yarim Tepe II, we have some indications that during
interment of the cremation remains some miniature vessels were also placed in the grave,
which suggests that, after the rites of cremation, some ritual associated with inhumation
burial was also performed. The deliberate smashing of pottery or stone vessels does not
seem to be restricted to the act of cremation alone. In the case of a burial from Yarim Tepe
II, it has been suggested that two painted vessels were broken and thrown into the pit
during interment (Merpert et al. 1977:92). This practice reminds us of Tepe Gawra where,
slightly underneath the mass burial C, two painted vessels were found, broken and
scattered all over the pit (Tobler 1950:49). The ritual breakage or 'killing' of artefacts in
association with funerals is known from many ancient and modern societies (e.g. Hodder
1980:164; Parker Pearson 1984:72; Tilley 1984:137 ff) and may serve many purposes. Thus,
among the Nuba of Sudan the breaking of a dead person's personal belongings is
associated with the removal of the impurity and ill effects of death (Hodder 1980:166),
whereas in other instances it has been suggested that, by destroying the wholeness of
form, the natural ordering is broken and, ultimately, the existing traditional and 'natural'
inequalities in social relationships are denied (Tilley 1984:137 ff). In relation with the latter
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view, it is worth mentioning Braithwaite's suggestion that among the people of Late
Bronze Age Wessex the act of cremation itself may have been viewed as the destruction of
an individual's entity and as a ritual breaking of the continuity between life and death
(Braithwaite 1984:105).
In the case of the Halaf cremations, one can only speculate about the nature of these
graves. Cremation seems to have been performed along different lines of ritual discourse
than simple, primary inhumation. Infants and young children are excluded from
cremation. Perhaps cremation is confined to persons of specific rank or status, although
the present evidence gives only few clues in this direction. At Yarim Tepe n some
cremation graves are accompanied by considerable numbers of grave goods but other
burials have yielded no items at all. Moreover, the act of cremation itself does not
necessitate the use of resources restricted in distribution to some groups of a community
only. It therefore seems that reasons of a more spiritual nature underlie these cremation
burials. Whereas it can be argued that the inhumation of infants and children of young age
will mostly have taken place within family or close-kin circles, the cremation of older
members of a community may have been of a more public nature. This is illustrated by the
mass cremation of adults at Mersin. The ritual burning of these individuals, whatever had
caused their death, must have gone beyond the level of one family or descent group, thus
affecting a large part of the Mersin community in one way or another.
Skull interments are known from Arpachiyah and Yarim Tepe Ü, whereas some
decapitated skeletons have been found at Tell Azzo I, also situated in the Mosul region.
The skull sepultures represent secondary disposals; most likely the head was separated
from the body after complete or partial decay of the corpse. Thus, two stages of interment
are indicated: firstly, the dead were temporarily disposed of to allow removal of the soft
tissue, and secondly, the remainder was finally interred. At the latter stage, it was decided
either to inhume the skeletal remains as a whole or to divide the skull from the body and
perhaps keep it as a revered object for some time, and eventually to bury it separately. A
complete secondary interment was found at Yarim Tepe D; it consisted of the
disarticulated remains of a seven- or eight-year-old child. The skull had been laid on top of
other bones (Merpert et al. 1978:40).
Sepultures of skulls only are restricted to adults. At Yarim Tepe u, three such
interments have been found, each marked by shallow pits into which one or more skulls
had been placed on the floor. Two of these burial pits contained one skull each, whereas
another yielded three skulls. No funerary gifts were present in any of these graves. At
Arpachiyah, the skulls had been treated in a different way. Not only had the skulls been
placed in pottery vessels but they were, moreover, accompanied by a number of pottery
and stone vessels. Two cranium graves appeared at Arpachiyah, containing one and four
skulls respectively. Hijara (1978:128) suggests that the skull burials of Arpachiyah are
associated with people holding an exceptional social position. Concerning the burials of
Yarim Tepe H, a similar suggestion has been made by Merpert et al. (1978:40). These
interpretations seem to have been merely based upon the rare and seemingly exceptional
nature of the skull sepultures. However, not only these graves but adult burials as a whole
are rare within settlements and may thus all represent exceptional features, deviating from
normative burial treatment. On the other hand, in the absence of comparative material
(e.g. graveyards yielding a random sample of both population and mortuary practices),
any such interpretations seem to be founded upon quicksand. At present, no decisive
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conclusions can be drawn on possible regularities or deviations in Halaf adult burial
treatment
4 Style and Information: The Role of Painted Ceramics
So far, it will be clear that for the Halaf period hardly any evidence is available pointing in
the direction of formal status differentiation, hierarchical societal organisation and
institutions of power and authority. Actually, this seems to hold for the earlier pottery
Neolithic communities in the Balikh valley as well. Apart perhaps from Mounbatah, large
and densely occupied settlements (comparable to, for example, Bouqras or Abu Hureyra
along the Euphrates) seem to be lacking, and it is felt that, despite some obvious
relationships, these earliest pottery Neolithic communities were largely independent and
self-supporting. Commodity production proceeded along domestic modes and
considerable intersite differences in material culture occurred, even between sites located
at short distances from each other (cf. Damishliyya versus Assouad). In view of strong
resemblances in settlement size, settlement distribution and location, and in material
culture (ceramics, lithics, etc.), it is felt that the earliest Halaf in northern Syria is closely
associated with the previous main cultural complex in the region, i.e. the Altmonochrome
tradition.
However, the changes in population size, population distribution, population
mobility and associated subsistence strategies around 5000 B.C. must have been
accompanied by alterations in the organisation of regional social networks. We have some
evidence for a weakly developed two-level or perhaps even three-level hierarchy in
settlement organisation (seasonal encampments, small hamlets and larger villages).
Moreover, we have evidence for the occurrence of some specialisation in production and
exchange networks, in itself leading to an unequal access to resources and products and, in
a more abstract manner, to knowledge and power. Finally, it appears that in the beginning
of the 5th millennium Halaf cultural traits spread rapidly from the Zagros to the
Mediterranean, raising the question whether Halaf traits can be associated with a specific
ethnic entity or whether it served as a kind of cultural umbrella affecting numerous ethnic
groups. A major and unsolved problem in this respect is how to define our 'Halaf culture',
apart from a summary description of patterns of spatial and chronological variation in
artefacts. Throughout this study, the term Halaf has been loosely used to describe a
'cultural unit' or 'society' but instead of a neatly defined entity we find an enormous
variety of crosscutting patterns and features and, most likely, overlapping social networks
of varying intensity (cf. Mann 1986; Shennan 1989). Instead of one Halaf 'culture'
numerous Halaf entities seem to exist, interacting at various levels but at the same time
maintaining specific traits of their own. Any such cultural variation may result from all
sorts of factors, operating in various ways and in varying combinations (Binford 1972).
Shennan (1989:14ff) stresses that ethnicity does not simply equal culture or people (or
culture = people) but refers to "a self-conscious identification with a particular social
group at least partially based on a specific locality or origin". It is questionable whether
this 'self-conscious identification' can be recognised in the archaeological record itself and,
consequently, whether ethnicity is of relevance for prehistoric archaeology (for a detailed
discussion, see Shennan 1989). Fried (1967,1968) has already argued that before the rise of
complex society, human communities consisted of temporary and fluctuating groupings
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and alliances, and that it was not until their recognition by expanding empires that these
alliances were treated and administered as 'ethnic' entities. If so, is Halaf then to be
regarded as a mere fashion package of widely used handsome painted pottery and other
material traits? Indeed, it appears that mainly the painted ceramics enable us to identify a
given site as Halaf; virtually all other features would not be out of place in other cultural
complexes. For example, the circular structures or tholoi also appear in Hassuna (Yarim
Tepe I) and Ubaid (Tepe Gawra) contexts, whereas the treatment of the dead in many
respects (e.g. contracted inhumations, secondary burials, skull sepultures, nature of grave
goods) closely adheres to the earlier Pre-Pottery Neolithic B burial customs. The lithic
industry can hardly be distinguished from other later 6th and 5th millennium assemblages
and stamp seals and figurines, too, show close resemblances to those of non-Halafian
communities in other regions or periods. A somewhat comparable case has been put
forward for the Beaker phenomenon of prehistoric Europe. For a long time considered to
have been an independent culture, a unitary entity carried by a specific people, it has now
become an assemblage of fashionable ceramics (the Bell Beakers) and other widespread
items distributed in short-distance reciprocal exchange networks of prestige goods
(Shennan 1977; see McKay 1988:201ff for further references and a critique). As to the Halaf,
one can doubt whether its material traits served in any status or prestige relationships;
earlier it was pointed out that, for example, the finely painted Halaf ceramics were
distributed widely and in vast quantities at both the intra- and intersite level and do not
seem to have been restricted to a specific social segment (chapter 7). In those cases where
the existence of exchange networks was secured, it appeared that both intricately and
simply decorated pottery was transferred.
Again, what role did painted ceramics then fulfil in Halafian society? Whereas
ceramic shapes display a rather restricted variability (see chapters 3 and 4), Halafian
painted pottery shows evidence of an extremely wide variety of design elements;
hundreds of motifs can be recognised, despite obvious relationships between decoration
motifs and the presence of some broad design-element classes (cf. Davidson 1977; Hijara
1980). However, this decoration is not of an arbitrary nature but reflects a definite style, i.e.
there was a clear agreement among Halafian people on what a finished ceramic product
should look like. It has been suggested that ceramic style is the result of conservatism
among potters (Balfet 1965; Foster 1965). Potters are said generally to show a strong
reluctance to innovation since any aberrations from the tried and proven ways of
manufacture may lead to an economic disaster (e.g. experiments in firing techniques may
lead to the complete loss of a kiln load). However, conservatism in itself does not explain a
style; it merely serves to maintain a style. Style is evidently not a meaningless feature but,
in contrast, represents a mode of communication (Wobst 1977). It is of basic importance
that all human behaviour is based upon exchange of information; dose intra- and
intergroup contact is required to secure human existence and survival, and to respond
more readily to environmental stress. Style in artefacts then greatly enlarges the range of
information transmittance and interaction: emission and reception of messages is
enhanced through symbolic, stylised expression (ibid.:322ff). Potentially, any message can
be transmitted stylistically but, evidently, the frequency of these messages, their variability
and complexity affect the ultimate outcome and the general costs in energy required both
for encoding and decoding. Stylistic messages through the artefact mode change slowly
due to the long duration of use of the artefacts and, once produced, maintenance of
messages does not require further investments of energy or matter. The more frequent an
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artefact is then used and the more simple and standardised the message, the lower are the
relative costs of emission (encoding) and reception (decoding). Stylistic messaging
enhances group maintenance by visualising the behavioural norms of a group and an
individual's attachment to these norms. The public functioning of style enables a
continuous evaluation of group norm maintenance and thus of group coherence.
Individual conformity to or deviation from prevalent group behaviour is immediately
recognised; style thus continuously monitors group functioning and facilitates rapid
intervention when necessary. Style can also be used to stress social differentiation within
and between groups. Within a group, it visualises possible differences in rank or status, or
of religious and political affinities, whereas towards outsiders it expresses group affiliation
or coherence. Style thus has a predictive quality: it enables an individual or group to
predict grosso modo other individual or communal group behaviour, even before any direct
contact has been established. Stylistic expression reduces the stress of first contact, predicts
the potential advantages or disadvantages of contact and largely replaces other, more
explicitly or costly boundary-maintaining or differentiating behaviour (ibid.:327-28). That
Halafian pottery served in religious or political constellations or that it was used to
illustrate some social differentiation can hardly be proven at present, but messages
concerning social group membership ('we are Halafians', 'we are inhabitants of Sabi
Abyad', or, perhaps most essentially, 'we are not like you') can easily be recognised. Even
modem archaeologists, unquestionably distinct outsiders to the cultural systems which
they investigate, are able to understand these messages, and the common practice of
defining 'cultures', 'culture provinces' or 'areas of interaction' is based upon this stylistic
information transmittance.
The intensity of stylistic expression depends upon the range and scale of interaction.
On the one hand, it appears that the smaller the distance between emitter and recipient of
messages, the more redundant the stylistically transmitted information will be. Within
small social units, information exchange will proceed more effectively and at lower costs
through other modes of communication. On the other hand, if the distance between
emitter and recipient is too large, encountering and subsequent decoding of the message is
not assured. The receiver may not or only at a high cost be able to decode the message
sent. It follows that stylistic messaging is aimed at an intermediate social group, situated
within the emitter's realm but outside the emitter's immediate social sphere (ibid.:323-25).
Earlier it was found that style in ceramics seems to have played only a very minor role at
the small early 6th millennium sites of Damishliyya and Tell Assouad. Here ceramics were
all made within a domestic mode of production, each household probably manufacturing
pottery for its own use; the circulation of ceramics was therefore highly restricted and
unsuitable for information exchange. In this respect, the Damishliyya and Assouad pottery
emphasises the independent and self-supporting socio-economic status of these sites, a
feature earlier inferred from the general differences in pottery shape and technology
between both sites (chapters 3 and 4). However, at a time of increasing social integration
and increasing complexity of socio-economic structures, the need for stylistic-symbolic
behaviour emerges to reduce the costs of communication and to assure co-operation; here,
then, we may have a clue to explain the widespread use of stylistic expression in the Halaf
period (cf. Redman 1978). Wiessner (1983) has suggested that any given style basically
consists of two aspects: the emblemic and the assertive aspect. Emblemic style is used to
transmit a clear symbolic message about conscious cultural affiliation or social identity
and as such goes beyond the individual. In contrast, assertive style refers to that part of the
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formal variation in material culture which is personal and which can be used either
consciously or unconsciously to support an individual identity (ibid.:257-58). What kind of
style is actually used depends upon context and conditions, i.e. whether there is a need or
advantage to send distinctive stylistic messages to a defined target population (e.g. to
illustrate social differentiation in society; Wiessner 1989). At first sight, the wide variation
in Halaf pottery decoration and the restricted occurrence of design elements suggests that
a strong idiosyncratic behaviour underlay its manufacture, i.e. that an assertive style
predominated. In several instances it was observed at Sabi Abyad that a specific design
was limited in distribution to a particular stratum only, and such a design may very well
have been the product of one and the same person. However, design encoding was not
arbitrary but followed a dear hierarchical sequence (Akkermans 1989d:124). Moreover, in
the case of bowls, it was found that the use of specific design elements was restricted to a
particular kind of bowls only; apparently, strict regulations underlay the choice of
decoration, i.e. of symbolic expression (ibid.:119). In this sense, decoration seems to go
beyond the level of assertive style and seems to reflect particular social rules,
acknowledged and recognised by all members of the community. There can be little doubt
that, at least partially, the concept of emblemic style holds for the Halaf period. LeBlanc
and Watson (1973) have already argued that there was a tremendous similarity in painted
ceramics throughout the Halaf area of distribution, stating that "Eighty to ninety percent of
the sherds from any of these sites would not be out of place in the collections from any
other site" (ibid.: 131) and that Halaf was one of the most homogeneous prehistoric cultures
anywhere in the world. It can be questioned whether this conclusion is truly justified (cf.
Hole 1980:25), particularly when taking into account the increasing evidence of
considerable interregional stylistic variation (Davidson 1977; Hijara 1980:271). On the
intraregional level, however, there can be little doubt that a strong similarity in material
culture and, most likely, associated socio-economic organisation was pursued. In the case
of the Balikh area, no adequate quantitative study of spatial ceramic variation is as yet
available but a first impression is one of strong inter- and intrasite homogeneity (both
shapes and decoration being very similar across the valley), pointing in the direction of an
increasing regional co-operation and social integration (cf. Plog 1980:136-37; Braun and
Plog 1982:515). The emergence of regional exchange networks of ceramics seems to
confirm this view of increasing integration. Hodder (1981:82ff) has argued that style in an
emblemic sense mainly serves in highly constrained and competitive contexts; in
non-competitive and symbiotic group relationships, there is little need to emphasise social
group identities and boundaries by stylistic behaviour.
5 Conclusion
When summarising the available evidence for the local organisational base of Halaf
society, it appears that it is one of restricted complexity. A weakly developed trimodal
settlement hierarchy can be proposed for the early 5th millennium; more likely, however,
is a bimodal organisation of small villages and hamlets, each housing a limited number of
individuals. Even the largest sites probably consisted of loose agglomerations of isolated
farmsteads rather than dense clusters of people. Population densities were limited.
Estimates for the Balikh valley, more or less in agreement with those for neighbouring
regions, are in the order of only 2-4 people per km2, with the larger villages containing no
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more than 50-100 people. At least these larger villages seem to have been occupied on a
permanent basis, with small-scale agriculture and animal husbandry providing the main
sources of subsistence, but in the case of the smaller sites a seasonal or short-term
occupation is often assumed. Apparently, these sites were easily founded and easily
deserted, suggesting that part of the Halaf population was highly mobile at least for part
of the year. Additional information in this respect comes from the strong emphasis upon
hunting at the short-term sites.
Consistent symbols of a hierarchical social segmentation of society are virtually
absent and any relationship of power and social dominance was probably based upon age
and sex to begin with, rather than on more complex form of ascription. Communal ritual
facilities seem to be lacking and pan-residential social integration, i.e. integration beyond
the single community, is poorly founded, apart from a general, widely shared style and
exchange in ceramics and, to a lesser extent, figurines. The general picture is one of strong
community autonomy and social segregation, with social structures being mainly based
on family or household relationships. There can, however, be little doubt that with the rise
of Halaf society in the later 6th millennium B.C. a dynamic, widespread system of
reciprocal dependencies and increasing co-operation developed. In view of the emergence
of specialised commodity production (ceramics) and extensive commodity exchange
networks, many of the small, shortly occupied sites lacking production facilities must have
been closely attached to more permanent settlements nearby in socio-economic terms. The
handsome and high-quality Halaf pottery must have been a much sought-after product,
rapidly replacing the earlier, coarsely finished ceramics. At the same time, these ceramics
served as an integrative mechanism, ensuring a close-knit integration of numerous
dispersed groups of people into an overall cultural framework. Whether or not different
ethnic groups were involved in the Halaf phenomenon cannot be established as yet, but it
is clear that social interaction occurred on a much larger scale than in previous times and
that there was an ongoing trend towards interdependency.
The decline of Halaf society is still poorly understood. All of the earliest Ubaid
settlements in the Balikh valley have Halaf levels of occupation as well, but so far none of
the excavated or surveyed sites has given unambiguous proof of a 'Halaf-Ubaid
Transitional' (Davidson 1977). Soundings at the mid-5th millennium site of Khirbet
esh-Shenef have yielded some ceramic features which are said to be characteristic of this
transition (e.g. bow-rim jars) but in all other respects Shenef is entirely Halafian. The
earliest Ubaid levels reached at Tell Hammam et-Turkman yielded a ceramic assemblage
wholly differing in shape, decoration and technology from its Halafian counterpart. The
onset of Ubaid in the Balikh valley is characterised by an increasing aggregation, with
residence becoming more nucleated and less mobile. In regions hardly suited for dry
farming, and with only small, short-term sites in Halaf times, large Ubaid settlements now
developed, which suggests that subsistence strategies changed in the direction of
intensified, irrigation-based agriculture. Ceramic production seems to have become
increasingly standardised in that decorated ceramics were more and more replaced by
undecorated ones and that decorative designs became less variable (Akkermans 1988b,
1988c). Both production and distribution of ceramics seem to have become more
specialised and centralised (but see Hodder 1981:91); a more 'industrial' mode of
manufacture is inferred. In addition, we have evidence from other regions that house
plans and burial patterns became more uniform and were laid out according to strict social
regulations (Akkermans 1989b). In contrast with Halaf, Ubaid society seems to have been
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much more coherent in all societal aspects and much more based on ideology. However,
in social terms Ubaid was still rather 'egalitarian', as in northern Mesopotamia and Syria
true indicators of a hierarchical and segmental differentiation did not occur before the
mid-4th millennium (ibid.). In view of the strong general similarities between Ubaid
settlements, close social interaction must have occurred at all levels and on a considerably
larger scale than in the earlier Halaf period. The 'decline' or 'fading away' of Halaf society
in favour of Ubaid may then have been the result of a continuously increasing social
interaction of basically similarly organised residential units (cf. Braun 1986). If a
'Halaf-Ubaid Transition' exists, it must reflect a period of rapid cultural change.
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